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ABSTRACT

This research investigation examined the influence of writing about the most
meaningful life experience (MMLE) on the participants’ subjective weli-being (SWB)
using a variation of Pennebaker’s expressive writing paradigm. Participants were 5:T
undergraduate students enrolled at the University of North Dakota who were randomly
assigned to one of two conditions (a) MMLE gu up: write about the MMLE, or (b)
control topic: write about your plans for the day. Participants completed a consent form,
demographic questionnaire, Nelson-Denny Reading Test (NDRT), Satisfaction with Life
Scale (SWLS), and Positive Affect Negative Affect Scale (PmNAS). Participants then
wrote about an assigned topic for 20 minutes each day over 3 consecutive days. After
each writing session, participants rated how important, emotional, rewarding, difficult,
and upsetting the experience was on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely much)
One day and two weeks after the expressive writing intervention, the participants
completed the SWLS and the PANAS to measure the influence on their SWB. The
results suggested that writing about the MMLE was associated with having a significant
increase in positive atfect and no effect on negative affect one day and two weeks after
the writing exercise. Participants in the MMLE condition also rated the experience as
more important, emotional, rewarding, difficult, and not upsetting compared to those in
the neutral condition. These results partially suggest that writing about the MMLE may
provide an ;> L rt.ional psychologically effective way to benefit from expressive writing.
xiii

CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW
Positive Psychology and Subjective Well-Being
Over the past half-century in the history of psychology, researchers in the field
have had a strong tendency to focus predominantly on the negative characteristics of the
individual and society and have attended less to the more positive human qualities.
Researchers have investigated mainly negative topics such as mental disorders and the
effects of environmental stressors (e.g. , parental divorce, physical abuse) as opposed to
more positive topics such as hope, wisdom, and happiness (Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). In fact, based on an electronic search of Psychological
Abstracts since 1887, psychological articles examining negative emotions (i.e., anger,
anxiety, and depression) outnumbered those investigating positive emotions (i.e., joy,
happiness, and life satisfaction) by a ratio of 14 to 1 (Myers, 2000).
In a recent special issue of The American Psychologist on “Positive Psychology”,
Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) suggested that researchers needed to increase the
scope of psychological research to focus not only on solving or alleviating problems, but
also to “understand and build the factors that allow individuals, communities, and
societies to flourish” (p. 13), such as experiencing greater subjective well-being (SWB).
The scientific study of SWB, an area of positive psychology, has developed in part as a
reaction to the overwhelming negative emphasis in psychology and has been growing
rapidly over the nast three decades (Diener, Eunhook, Lucas, & Smith, 1999).
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Relevance of SWB
Although there has recently been an escalation in the number of articles on SWB
or “the science of happiness and life satisfaction” (Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2001). the
efforts to understand human happiness date back to early Greek philosophy. Aristotle
and ether Western philosophers concluded through the logic of reasoning that happiness
is considered to be the highest good and ultimate motivation for human action (Bradburn,
1969). Two millennia later, Myers and Diener (1997) reiterated that argument by
suggesting that “[For] millions of people, finding the right partner, achieving professional
success, and acquiring wealth are all means to a single end: being happy” (p. 1).
Rather than relying on logic alone, modern-day empirical research on SWB may
help individuals better identity and understand the conditions for happiness (Veenhoven,
1994) and potentially provide answers to the philosophical question, “What constitutes a
good life?” (Diener, 2000). Ultimately, this accumulated knowledge on SWB could
enable people to promote happiness both at the individual and collective level
(Veenhoven, 1994). Ideally, a better understanding of SWB may be useful for
individuals to make wiser life decisions regarding living a “good and happy life.” At the
collective level, public policies may be developed with the aim to help create happiness
for the greater number of people (Veenhoven, 1994).
Conceptualization and Definition of SWB
The history of the development of the psychological construct of SWB has been
broad, dispersed, and complex. More specifically, investigators from various research
interests and backgrounds have operationally defined SWB differently and have
presented it under a variety of labels. These include: mental health, psychological well
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being, quality of life, social gerontology, morale, positive affect, negative affect,
Si’' Taction, happiness, as well as many other psychological constructs (Andrews &
Robinson, 1991). Althougn there have been conceptual differences in the composition of
the SWB construct in the past, researchers have made much progress and reached some
consensus in understanding and defining the components or SWB (Argyle, Martin, & Lu,
1995;Diener, 1984; Diener et al., 1999; Veenhoven, 1994).
In a classic review of the SWB literature, Diener (1984) found empirical evidence
to support a tripartite model of SWB as opposed to a single psychological construct. This
conceptualization of SWB referred to an individual’s cognitive report of life satisfaction,
the experience of positive affect, and low levels of'negative affect. More specifically, life
satisfaction entitles judgments of one’s life as a whole, including important areas m one’s
life such as work and family. Positive affect constituted the experience of many pleasant
emotions and moods such as joy, contentment, pride, and happiness. Negative affect
comprised the experience of low levels of unpleasant emotions and moods such as
sadness, guilt, stress, and depression. SWB is a person’s cognitive evaluation of his or
her life as a whole or as domain-specific areas (e g., work). These cognitive evaluations
are also connected to the affective system, labeled pleasant or unpleasant emotions and
moods, which make these three broad components of SWB highly intertwined.
In a recent review of SWB encompassing the last 30 years of research, Diener et
al. (1999) presented four components of SWB as opposed to the original three. In
comparison to the former SWB review, Life Satisfaction was divided into two separate
constructs, which included: life satisfaction and domain satisfactions. Specifically, life
satisfaction, or the global judgments of one’s life, is composed of the desi-e to change
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life, satisfaction with present, past, or future life, and significant others’ views of one’s
life. Conversely, domain satisfactions constituted of satisfaction with important areas in
one’s life such as work, family, leisure, health, and finances. Positive and negative
affects were still defined as two separate constructs to measure the experience of many
pleasant emotions and moods (e.g., contentment) and low levels of unpleasant emotions
and moods (e.g., guilt), respectively.
In a three volume set called “World Database of Happiness: Correlates of
Happiness”, which was based on 603 studies in 69 nations from 1911 to 1994,
Veenhoven (1994) defined happiness as the degree to which an individual judges the
overall quality of his or her life to be favorable. In this comprehensive cross-cultural
literature review, SWB was defined as happiness in the sense of life satisfaction in the
present and was differentiated from other psychological constructs such as mental health,
depression, or satisfaction with specific domains (e.g., jobs, marriage).
Although there have been initial differences in conceptualization and definitions
throughout the SWB literature, various researchers have reached some consensus on the
three empirically supported components of SWB: life satisfaction (as defined in Diener et
al., 1999) article), the experience of positive affect, and lr vv levels of negative affect
(Argyle, Martin, & Lu, 1995; Diener, 1984; Diener, et al., 1999). Most of the research
supports the premise that these three major components of SWB are orthogonal fiom
each other and other psychological constaicts (e.g., self-esteem and optimism, Andrews
& Whithey, 1976; Bradburn, 1969; Bradburn & Caplovitz, 1965; Diener, Smith, & Fujita,
1995; Lucas, Diener, & Suh, 1996; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). For this purpose,
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Diener ct al. (1999) recommended independent measures of the three components in
future research.
Measurement Issues of SWB
Multi-item self-report scales are the most commonly used measures for the SWB
components. Robbins and Kliewer (2000) described two highly cited measures of affect
state and life satisfaction, the Positive-Affect Negative-Affect Scale (PANAS, Watson,
Clark, & Tellegen) and the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS, Diener, Emmons,
Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). These two scales have been found to have adequate
psychometric properties (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988; Pavot & Diener, 1993).
However, Schwarz and Strack (1999) caution researchers about the issues of utilizing
self-reports during the measurement of SWB. The authors argued that the context might
impact the judgmental process regarding the mental representation of the individual’s life
as a whole, since information is only accessible at a specific time. Hence, participants’
responses regarding SWB can be affected by other context variables, such as current
mood, social comparisons, and memory (e.g., recency effects). In a summary of the
literature on context effects, Schwarz and Strack (1999) suggested that the type of scales,
the order of items, the time-frame of the questions, current mood at the time of
measurement, and other situational factors (e.g., weather) affected the reports of
happiness and life satisfaction.
To overcome some of these obstacles, Diener and Biswas-Diener (2000)
suggested various recommendations for the measurement of SWB. For example, for
larger scale studies, the researchers suggested the use of multiple measures (e.g.,
psychological tests, physiological measures, memory measures, ratings of smiling, or
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surveys of informants) to improve the validity of conclusions in assessing SWB by either
supporting or discussing the potential differences between the results. For smaller
studies, the authors suggest the use of momentary experience sampling of moods and
emotions, reports by family and friends, and interviews to obtain additional SWB scores.
Essentially, Diener (2000) argues for the use of mixed methodologies to reduce
measurement error and validate the results.
However, several studies on multiple measures of SWB found that non-self report
indices (e.g., facial expressions, vocal expression, and memory' productions) add low
explanatory variance to that contributed by self-report measures (Chamberlain & Zika,
1992; Lance, Mallard, & Michalos, 1995; Rogers, Herzog, &. Andrews, 1988). Sar.dvik,
Diener, and Seidlitz (1993) found that one-time self-reported life satisfaction correlates at
moderate to strong levels with repoits by family and friends, experience sampling
methods, and people’s memories of positive versus negative life events. Stones, Kozina,
Hirdes, Gold, Arbuckle, and Kolopack (1996) argued that self-report measures are the
most practical way to attain accurate measurement assuming these tests satisfy at least the
minimal psychometric criteria.
Early Research on SWB
In the earliest studies of SWB, empirical research mainly described the
relationship between the demographic factors and SWB to describe the question: Who is
happy? Wilson (1967) summarized the descriptive research available, conducted the first
broad review in the SWB literature, and concluded that “[A] happy person emerges as a
young, healthy, well-educated, well-paid, extraverted, optimistic, worry free, religious,
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married person with high self-esteem, high job morale, modest aspirations, of either sex
and of a wide range of intelligence” (p. 294).
Since Wilson

(1967) original literature review of SWB, various reviews of the

correlates of happiness have followed (i.e., Argyle, 1999; Diener, 1984; Diener et a!.,
1999; Myers & Diener, 1995; Robbins & Kliewer, 2000). In an exhaustive review,
Diener et al. (1999) concluded that only four demographic factors (i.e., extraversion,
optimism, religion, and marriage status) appeared to describe the happy individual from
the many variables that Wilson (1967) summarized in his review. In support of the
previous conclusion, Myers and Diener (1995) suggested that age, income, race, and
gender do not have significant associations to SWB. However, it is important to note that
a number of investigators have reported that all of the demographic variables combined
account for only 8% to 20 % of the variance in SWB (Andrews & Withey, 1976; Argyle,
1999; Campbell, Converse, &. Rodgers, 1976).
The demographic variables that have been examined in the SWB literature will be
summarized in a subjective order from the most significantly associated variables of
SWB to the factors that have weak or no associations. These include (a) religion, (b)
marital status, (c) job morale, (d) income, (e) health ai d age, and (g) gender, education,
and intelligence.
Religion
National and cross-cultural research supports a strong correlation between
Religion and SWB. in a review of religious commitment and mental health, Gartner,
Larson, and Allen (1991) concluded that the “preponderance of evidence suggests that
religion is associated with mental health benefits” (p. 16), especially when religiosity is
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measured by church attendance rather than by attitude scales. A large number of studies
have found SWB correlates with religious certainty (Ellison, 1991), strength of one’s
relationship with the divine (Pollrer, 1989), prayer experiences (Poloma & Pendleton,
1991), and devotional and participatory aspects of religiosity (Ellison, Gay, & Glass,
1989). In a meta-analysis among the elderly, Okun and Stock (1987) found that the two
best predictors of life satisfaction were health and religiousness.
Across North America and Europe, religious people tend to report higher levels of
happiness and life satisfaction (Poloma & Pendleton, 1990). In another cross-cultural
study conducted in the United States and across 14 Western nations, researchers also
found that happiness and life satisfaction increased significantly with religious affiliation
and frequency of worship attendance (Inglehart, 1990; Witter, Stock, Okun, & Haring,
1985). In a national survey, Gallup (1984) found that people high in “spiritual
commitment” compared to low spiritual individuals would consistently endorse
statements such as “[My] religious faith is the most, important influence in my life” and
were twice as highly to report that they were “very happy.”
Marital Status
The relationship between marital status and SWB has also received a lot attention
in the literature. More specifically, a positive correlation between marriage and
happiness has been consistently replicated in national (Gove & Shin, 1989; Lee,
Seccombe, & Shehan, 1991) and international samples (Diener, Gohm, Sub, & Oishi,
2000; Mastekaasa, 1994). The large-scale surveys indicated that married people report
more happiness than those never married, divorced, separated, or widowed. Based on
national surveys of 20,800 people in 19 countries, Mastekaasa (1994) supported the
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positive correlation between marriage and happiness. In a longitudinal study from 1972
to 1989, married men and women were consistently happier than unmarried men and
women, respectively (Lee, Seccombe, & Sliehan, 1991). In a meta-analysis, HaringHidore, Stock, Okun, and Witter (1985) found an average correlation o f . 14 between
marital status and SWB.
However, there is an important debate on whether marital satisfaction is more
important to the overall well-being of men or women (Gove & Shin, 1989, Wood,
Rhodes, & Whelan, 1989). In European and Canadian surveys, and in a meta-analysis of
93 studies, the happiness gap between the married and never married is similar for men
and women (Inglehart, 1990; Wood, et a!., 1989). However, Diener et al (2000) found
that marriage is more beneficial for men than for women in terms of positive emotions,
but married men or women did not differ in life satisfaction.
Job Morale
Job satisfaction is another demographic factor that has been under investigation as
a predictor of SWB. Taid, Padgett, and Baldwin (1989) conducted a meta-analysis and
found a correlation of .44 between job satisfaction and life satisfaction, whereas Rain,
Lane, & Steiner (1991) found a .30 correlation. However, in a longitudinal design,
researchers found that although those people who are generally satisfied with life will
derive greater job satisfaction, specific-work related variables had less influence on life
satisfaction (Judge & Hulin, 1993; Judge & Watanabe, 1993). In sum, although there is a
high correlation between job and life satisfaction, the causal connection is less clear.
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Income
Many studies around the world have examined the relationship between income
and SWB and have found that the relationship seems not to be strong (Brickman, Coates,
& Janoff-Bulma, 1978; Diener, Horwitz, & Emmons, 1985; Diener, Sandvik, Seidlitz, &
Diener, 1993; Haring, Okun, & Stock, 1984; Inglehart, 1990; Veenhoven, 1994). In a
meta-analysis of 85 studies, Haring, Okun, and Stock (1984) found an average correlation
of .17 between SWB and income. Diener et al. (1993) found a . 12 correlation in a
nationally representative sample in the United States while, while Veenhoven (1994) also
found small but significant correlations. In the United States, Canada, and Europe, the
correlation between income and personal happiness tends to be weak (Inglehart, 1990),
although happiness tends to be lower among the very poor (Diener et al., 1993).
Other studies have also found a similar association between income and SWB
even among unexpected samples such as rich people and lottery winners. Diener,
Horwitz, and Emmons (1985) found that extremely wealthy people were only somewhat
happier than poor people in rich nations, with income having only a small effect.
Furthermore, Brickman, Coates, JanofF-Bulman (1978) found that lottery winners were
not significantly happier than controls.
However, when comparing the relationship between the wealth of a nation and
SWB, the relation is positive and strong. Across 39 nations, Diener et al. (1993) found
that Gross National Product (GNP) correlates approximately .50 with life satisfaction. In
a cross-cultural study of 55 nations, Diener, Diener, and Diener (1995) replicated these
results and concluded that wealthy nations appear much happier than poor ones. More
specifically, only those countries whose majority population is well below the poverty

level (c.g., Bangladesh and India) report moderately strong relationships between
economic security and well-being (Diener & Diener, 1996).
Health and Age
The relationship between health and SWB has also been explored in the literature
and the results are mixed. Health status has been found to correlate . 15 with SWB when
controlling for measurement (i.e., self-report versus objective status; Watten, Vassen,
Myhrer, & Syversen, 1997) and for emotional well-being such as positive or negative
mood state (Hooker & Siegler, 1992). In a longitudinal study, Brief, Butcher, George,
and Link (1993) found that global life satisfaction was predicted only by subjectively
appraised health, which was influenced by both negative affect and objective health.
Thus, health perceptions appear to be more important than objective health in their effects
on SWB.
Age is another demographic factor that has been under investigation as a predictor
of SWB. In a meta-analysis, Stock, Okun, Haring, and Witter (1983) found that life
satisfaction is stable across various age groups. Based on representative samples across
six age groups within 16 nations, Inglehart (1990) supp

d this conclusion and found

that the impact of age on satisfaction was greater after controlling for marriage,
education, and income for older people. More recently, Diener and Suh (1998) reviewed
an international analysis between age and SWB in a survey that included samples of
almost 60,000 adults from 40 nations. Of the three components of SWB measured (i.e.,
life satisfaction, pleasant and unpleasant affect), only pleasant affect declined with age.
Overall, the correlation between age and subjective well-being is small and only positive
affect appears to relate to age.

12

Gender, Education, and Intelligence
Various national and international studies have found that men and women are
almost equal in global subjective well-being. In a meta-analysi of 146 studies, Haring,
Stock., and Okun (1984) found that men were slightly happier than women although the
magnitude of the difference was very small. In addition, gender accounted for less than
1% of the variance of subjective well-being. Similar results have been found across
many countries where high reports of life satisfaction are common in men and women
(Inglehart, 1990; Michalos, 1991).
In a meta-analysis, Witter, Okun, Stock, and Haring (1984) found a .13
correlation between education and both affective and cognitive components of SWB.
However, when controlling for occupational status, the average effect size dropped from
. 13 to .06. This finding holds true when controlling for income (Diener et al., 1993).
Hence, much of the relationship between education and SWB is due to the correlation of
education with occupational status and income. Education and SWB is more highly
related for individuals with lower income (Diener et al., 1993) and in poor countries
(Veenhoven, 1994).
Sigelman (1981) analyzed two separate General Social Services and found that
the correlation between intelligence and life satisfaction and happiness was eliminated
when controlling for demographic information. In a more recent study, Watten,
Syversen, and Myhrer (1995) found no correlation between intelligence and well-being in
a broad Norwegian army reciuit sample.
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Summary of Demographic Factors
The demographic factors that had the strongest associations with SWB were:
religion, marriage status, and job morale. Botli religion and marriage have a strong
correlation with SWB based on national and international investigations. Although job
morale has also a high correlation with a component of SWB (i.e., life satisfaction), the
causal connection between them was not supported in a longitudinal s'udy.
Other demographic variables such as income, health, age, gender, education, and
intelligence had weak or lack of associations to SWB. It should be noted that although
income was not associated to SWB, the wealth of a nation had a strong positive
relationship. Specifically, countries whose majority of people lack financial resources
(e g., India.) appear significantly unhappier than individuals from wealthy nations. Health
is similar to the wealth in the sense that its absence can breed misery, yet having it is no
guarantee of happiness. Across various age groups from national and international
samples, the correlation between age and all three components of SWB (i.e., life
satisfaction, pleasant and unpleasant affect) is small and only positive affect appears
related. Similarly, SWB was found to be approximately equal between men and women
based on national and international studies. Finally, much of the relationship between
education and intelligence with SWB was eliminated when controlling for other
demographic factors.
Personality, Temperament, and SWB
Since the relationship of demographic information had small effects on SWB,
researchers have investigated other variables, such as personality and temperament, in an
attempt to understand SWB from a psychological and biological perspective.
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respectively. In a review of personality and SWB, Diener & Lucas (1999) concluded that
personality characteristics (e.g., extraversion, neuroticism) exhibit some of the strongest
and most consistent predictors of SWB. Many studies have supported the premise that
extraversion and neuroticism, two of the Big Five of personality, are highly correlated to
the pleasant and negative affect component of SWB, respectively (e.g., Lucas, Diener,
Grob, Suh, & Shao, 2000; Watson & Clark, 1997). In a recent meta-analysis, Deneve
and Cooper (1998) examined 137-personality traits as correlates of SWB by clustering
the personality variables into the Big Five categories. The researchers found that the
personality variables associated with neuroticism were the strongest predictors of life
satisfaction, happiness, and negative affect, while those variables associated with either
extraversion or agreeableness were the strongest predictors of positive affect. As
opposed to previous research, Dencve and Cooper (1998) found low effect sizes between
personality correlates and SWB (ranging from .08 to . 18) and the emergence of several
unidentified personality variables (e.g., repressive-defensiveness, trust, locus of control,
and private self-esteem).
Genes appear to be partly responsible for the relationship between personality and
SWB (Lykken & Tellegen, 1996). In a heritability study of monozygotic and dizygotic
twins, Lykken and Tellegen (1996) found strong evidence for a temperamental
predisposition by claiming that genes can explain 40% to 50% of the variation in current
SWB, where 80% of the long-term SWB is heritable. However, other heritability studies
(e.g., McGuc & Christensen, 1997) have found smaller estimates than those proposed in
the previous studies. .Although there appears to be some genetic influence on SWB, the
size of this influence varies from study to study. Overall, personality traits exhibit some
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of the strongest relations with SVVB, and it appears that genes may be partly responsible
for this relation.
Psychological Factors and SWB
In addition to personality arid temperament, there are several other psychological
factors that have been identified in the literature to explain SWB such as self-esteem,
optimism, personal control, and positive illusions. Campbell (1981) found that happy
people like themselves and endorse statements of a positive self-esteem such as “I am a
lot of fun to be with” and “I have good ideas”. However, the strong link betv/een self
esteem and SWB found in individualistic cultures are weaker in collectivist cultures,
where the group is given priority over the self (Diener & Diener, 1995). Considerable
research has also connected optimism to SWB (e.g., Chang, 1996). Individuals who
report being happy tend to be more optimistic; optimistic people tend to be more
successful, healthier, and happier than are pessimists (Seligman, 1991). Lucas, Diener,
and Suh (1996) found that self-esteem and optimism correlate with SWB, although the
direction of causality in these relations has not been determined. Individuals who have a
high persona! control tend to experience higher levels of happiness as well due to feelings
of empowerment over a situation (Campbell, 1981). Finally, Taylor and Armor (1996)
suggested that positive illusions (i e., self-aggrandizement, unrealistic optimism, and
exaggerated perceptions of control) are common among North Americans and function as
coping mechanism to restore and maintain their positive psychological and physical
health.

Theoretical Models of SVVB
Many theoretical models have been developed over the past thirty years in an
attempt to explain these findings behind SWB. These include (a) discrepancy theories,
(b) adaptation, (c) personality and temperament, (d) goals and values, (e) flow, (f)
evaluation theory, and (g) elements of a SVVB theory. These SWB models will be
discussed in a chronological order from the earliest to the more current and
comprehensive theoretical approaches.
Discrepancy Theories
In a summary cf social comparison theories and SWB, Diener and Fujita (1997)
suggested that early discrepancy theories of social comparisons were based on the idea
that when individuals compare themselves to proximate others who are worse off
(downward comparison), they will experience higher levels of happiness and satisfaction.
On the other hand, when individuals perceive that proximate others are better off (upward
comparison), the discrepancy will make individuals experience 'ower levels of happiness
and satisfaction.
Michalos (1985) developed a more complex theory based on social comparisons,
the multiple discrepancy theory o f satisfaction. According to Michalos’ theory, upward
and downward comparisons are made based not only on discrepancies from other people,
but on multiple standards including past conditions, aspirations, and ideal levels of
satisfaction, and needs or goals. In part support of this model, Lyubomirsky and Ross
(1997) found that happy people tended to use only downward comparisons, while
unhappy people tended to use both upward and downward comparisons. In essence,
personality was influencing the type of social comparisons that were made. However,
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Diener and Fujita (1997) suggested that people would not feel happy or unhappy from
being exposed to an individual who is better or worse off, respectively. The researchers
suggested that the tendency to use downward or upward comparison might be a result and
not a cause of increased SWB and concluded that this model is an oversimplification of
SWB and that individuals pay little attention to social comparisons.
The other discrepancy theory is developed from an individual’s level of
aspiration. The general idea is that high aspirations will lead to unhappiness, because the
person will be discouraged by the long gap between where he or she is and where they
would like to be. However, Emmons and Diener (1985) found that aspirational level was
not a good predictor of SWB, whereas other components such as actual progress towards
one’s aspirations (Carver, Lawrence, & Scheier, 1996) and congruence with personal
resources (Diener & Fujita, 1995) were more important to well-being. Thus, aspiration
alone does not appear to predict SWB and the relationship between aspiration and SWB
appears to be more complicated than originally expected.
Adaptation
Another conceptual approach, adaptation, was developed from an evolutionary
standpoint and basically states the idea that people will habituate over time to ail events,
both favorable and unfavorable, and return to baseline so that these circumstances no
longer influence SWB. A few studies based on lottery winners and people with severe
disabilities support this adaptation mode! of SWB. As reported earlier, Brickman,
Coates, JanofT-Bulman (1978) found that lottery' winners were not significantly happier
than the comparison group. In addition, Silver (1982) found that people who were
seriously disabled in an accident were at first very upset and unhappy, and yet became
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happier over a relatively short period of time. However, in a recent review of adaptation,
Frederick and Loewenstein (1999) reported that people adapt rapidly to some conditions
(e.g., imprisonment), slowly to other conditions (e.g., death of a loved one), and little or
not ai all to other conditions (e.g., the pleasures of eating). Although adaptation is an
important concept in the understanding of SWB, it does not appear to be a complete
model to explain all or even most research on SWB.
Other researchers have tried extending the adaptation model based on
temperament studies in an attempt to explain SWB better. Heady and Wearing (1992)
combined the theory of adaptation with temperament and developed a dynamic
equilibrium model, which was supported in an Australian panel study over a period of
eight years. This model of adaptation predicted that although favorable or unfavorable
life events will make people happy or unhappy, temperament would determine the
baseline that the individual would return to. On the other hand, various research studies
do not support the ability for people to adapt to all circumstances since some people do
not habituate to various conditions such as unemployment (Clark, Diener, & Georgeliis,
2000), living in extremely poor conditions (Diener, Diener, Diener, 1995), and very noisy
places (Frederick & Loewenstein, 1999).
Personality and Temperament
One theoretical approach emphasized the critical role of temperament and
personality traits (i.e., extraversion and neuroticism) as the central features to people’s
happiness. From this perspective, temperament, which has a strong genetic component,
and personality traits have an important influence on people’s long-term level of SWB.
There is much research in this area that supports this model for explaining SWB (e.g..
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Diener & Lucas, 1999), For a literature review in this subject area, refer to the previous
section of personality, temperament, and SWB.
Goals and Values Models
Cantor and Sanderson (1999) developed the life task participation model that
primarily states that well-being should be enhanced when individuals are able to pursue
personal goals that are intrinsically and culturally valued, autonomously chosen, realistic,
and chat can be facilitated in daily activities. The presence of social, personal (e.g.,
extraversion, intelligence), and tangible (e.g., wealth) resources may facilitate well-being
by increasing the individuals’ likelihood to participate in goal-directed activity. On a
personal level, commitment to these distinct goals provides a sense of personal agency
and purpose, a sense of structure and meaning to daily life, and may help people cope
with various daily life problems.
In support of this goal model, Emmons (1986) found that positive affect was
predicted by the importance of goal striving and past attainments of goals, whereas
negative affect was predicted by low perceived probability of future success, ambivalence
about striving for goals, and goal conflict. The possession of important goals and low
conflict between goals were, overall, the two best predictors of life satisfaction. In a
similar vein, Oishi, Diener, Suh, and Lucas (1999) suggested that values also determined
the level of SWB. Life satisfaction was nredicted by good grades for students with
achievement values, whereas family harmony was a better predictor for those who value
conformity. In regards to the presence of resources as a way to facilitate goal attainment,
Diener and Fujita (1995) found that resources (e.g., intelligence) are most related to a
person’s SWB when chose resources help with their particular goal (e.g., becoming a
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surgeon). A„.iiough having goals and resources to pursue those goJs has been supported
by research to associate with SWB, one can still argue hat goal attainment alone will not
necessarily guarantee greater SWB. On the other hand, n

oncept of goals and values

have provided valuable information that potentially be integra

I into a more

comprehensive model of SWB.
Flow
An approach related to goal models is the theory of flow (Csikszentmihalyi,
1996), which suggests that engagement in interesting activities is the key to a happy life.
According to Csikszentmihalyi’s model, activities can produce the highly pleasurable
experience of “flow” if the challenge of the activity is equivalent to the amount of skill
the person possesses. In other words, individuals are balanced on the fine line between
boredom and anxiety, become lost in the activity, experience flow, and feel happy in
retrospect. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996, 1997) research on the state of flow have suggested
that happiness and greater satisfaction depends on whether a person is able to derive flow
from whatever he or she does.
Evaluation Theory
Diener and Lucas (2000) developed a more comprehensive and complex theory of
SWB by fusing concepts of temperament, values, goals, culture, discrepancy theories,
and situational variables into a theory. The evaluation theory postulates that several
standards can influence SWB. The standards that are more relevant and salient to the
individual are partly dependent on temperament, values, and culture. For example, goals
are highly associated with SWB, because goal commitment and attainment (Cantor &
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Sanderson, 1999), which are highly culture-bound, represent a standard that is important
for people.
In addition, the level of attention or focus that the individual devotes to a standard
is also an important concept in the evaluation theory. For instance, situational or
contextual events (e.g., social comparisons) can have an influence on SWB by making a
specific standard more salient at a particular time by drawing attention to that situation.
Hence, due to the increase in awareness that has been created by a situation (e.g., seeing
someone with a physical disability), a standard that was not prominent or relevant before
(e.g., having a physical disability) has currently become more important for the
individual.
Elements o f a SJVB Theory
Based on the presented models, a more comprehensive SWB approach should
include (a) biological mechanisms (such as temperamental predisposition, adaptation);
(b) psychological processes (such as marital status, job morale, “flow”, valued goals,
pertinent resources [personal, social, and tangible], self-esteem, personality [extraversion,
neuroticism], and cognition [i.e., religion, optimism, personal control, positive illusions,
social comparisons, and standards]); and (c) social, cultural (e.g., individualism and
collectivism), environmental, and contextual influences.
New Directions for SWB Research
Although much research has been established in the subjective well-being
literature over the past 30 years, there exist only a limited number of controlled, empirical
studies. Diener and Biswas-Diener (2000) have suggested, as one of the future directions
in research of subjective well-being (SWB), the use of experimentation to determine the
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causal influences and potential interventions that could increase SWB. Currently,
researchers have begun to use experimental and control groups in the study of subjective
well-being (e.g., King, 2001; King & Miner, 2000).
King (2001) investigated the psychological (i.e., SWB) and physical health
benefits of writing about life goals as a form of intervention. The participants in the
r.iudy were 81 undergraduate students, ages 18 to 42, from Southern Methodist University
who were primarily European American females. The participants were randomly
assigned to 1 of 4 conditions to write about a specific topic a) their best possible selves
(BPS) in the future, b) their most traumatic life experiences, c) both of these, or d) a
control topic for 20 minutes each day over a period of 4 consecutive days. Participants
recorded their mood before and after each writing session. Three weeks after writing
about the specific event, participants completed a questionnaire packet, which included
two psychological well-being measures: Satisfaction with Life Scale, and Life
Orientation Test (LOT). Physical health information was also obtained from the
University Health Center prior to the study and five months after writing. In . idition,
two judges rated the essays based on how emotional, negative, positive, optimistic, and
insightful they were and the extent to which the participants attributed responsibility to
themselves or to others.
King (2001) suggested that writing about life goals or BPS was associated with
feeling less upset, more happy, and getting sick less often. In other words, wri ng about
life goals was psychologically and physically beneficial to the student. On the oilier
hand, writing about a traumatic life experience led to feeling upset and experiencing
lower mood.
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Another study by Stanton, Danoff-Burg, Sworowski, Collins, Branstetter,
Rodriguez-Hanley, Kirk, and Austenfeld (in press) also documented benefit on
expressive writing about the positive aspects of the participant’s experience with breast
cancer. Participants were 60 women with Stage I or Stage II breast cancer who were
randomly assigned to one of three conditions and who completed four, 20-minute writing
sessions within a 3-week period. The conditions were (a) expressive disclosure
condition: write about their experience with breast cancer, (b) benefit-finding condition:
write about the benefits of their experience with breast cancer, or (c) control condition:
write about the facts of their experience with cancer.
The researchers found that participants in the benefit-finding condition reported
slightly greater advantage than expressive disclosure participants with regard to selfperceived enhanced understanding of their experience, value of the project, and longlasting positive effects of the writing. Participants in the benefit-finding and expressive
disclosure had fewer cancer-related morbidities in the three months following the writing
intervention than those in the control condition. Finally, although participants in the
benefit-finding condition did not differ significantly in positive affect among groups
immediately following the writing sessions, expressive disclosure participants and control
participants reported increased significant distress or negative affect after the writing
intervention. In other words, both expei nnental conditions were able to physically
benefit from the writing intervention, especially the participants in the benefit-finding
condition who did not experience the negative affect after the writing intervention.
King and Miner (2000) examined the psychological and mental benefits of
writing about the perceived benefits of traumatic events. The participants in the study
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were 118 psychology students, ages 18 to 36, from Southern Methodist University. The
participants were randomly assigned to 1 of 4 conditions to write about a specific topic
for 20 minutes each day for three consecutive days. The topics were (a) trauma only:
their most traumatic experience, (b) trauma and perceived benefits: their most traumatic
experience and how they have benefited and grown as a person as a result of the
experience, (c) perceived benefits only: the positive aspects of the trauma and how they
have benefited and grown as a person as a result of the traumatic experience or loss, or
(d) a control topic: write about their plans for the following day and a description of their
shoes. Before and after the writing interventions, participants completed a brief mood
measure, which served as a measure of subjective well-being. Physical health
information was also obtained from the University Health Center.
The results suggested that there were no significant differences between the
trauma only and perceived benefits only in terms of negative or positive affect. However,
participants in both the trauma condition and trauma and perceived benefits condition
showed significantly fewer health visits for illness 3 and 5 months after the writing
intervention in comparison to the control condition. In addition, King and Miner (2000)
suggested that writing about perceived benefits might produce a less upsetting, but
effective way to benefit from writing.
Expressive Writing as an Intervention
These three previously summarized studies utilized the concept of writing about
life goals, perceived benefits of trauma or breast cancer, as a form of intervention using a
variation of Pennebaker’s writing paradigm (Pennebaker & Beall, 1986). In the seminal
study, Pennebaker and Beall (1986) developed an original expressive writing task where
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participants in the experimental condition had to write an essay about a traumatic
experience in their life (e.g., “write about your deepest thoughts and feelings about a
trauma”), whereas the control participants had to write about neutral topics (e.g., “write
about your plans for the day”). Participants were asked to write about a topic (i.e.,
trauma versus neutral) over four consecutive days, for 15 minutes each day. Since then,
many studies have contained a variant on the original writing task to examine the effect
of writing on physical and psychological health. In addition to providing different
instructions (e.g., write about life goals or perceived benefits of trauma) to participants,
studies have vane1'1in terms of the number of writing sessions (from 1 to 5), length of
each writing session (from 15 to 30 minutes), and the time period over which the writing
sessions were spaced (from 1 to 28 days, Smyth, 1998).
In a recent summary of the literature, Pennebaker (2002) stated essentially that the
expressive writing interventions allowed participants to stop and reevaluate their lives,
prioritize their goals, and find meaning in the past, present, and future. Pennebaker
(2002) mentioned various theories that have been cited in the literature to explain the
effectiveness of the expressive writing interventions, which included: self-regulation
(control theory), search for meaning, creation of coherent stories about one’s life,
habituation and extinction, and emotional awareness and expression. Although various
theories have been posited as explanations for the benefits of expressive writing,
Pennebaker (2002) noted that there is a lack of a comprehensive model that can explain
the effectiveness, which has been consistently found in the literature (Smyth, 1998).
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Theoretical Models o f

pressive Writing

A variety of f oretical models have been posited as explanations for the
beneficial aspects o' xpressive writing interventions. Initially, the notions of catharsis
and insight (Frcn.

; 901) were presented as an explanations where the individual was

able to benefit from writing due the emotional expression of the previously undisclosed
traumatic exp
theory of a

once. A more recent adaptation of Freud’s ideas is Pennebaker’s (1989)
e inhibition.

Th ry o f active inhibition. Based on a psychoanalytic perspective, Pennebaker
(1989) p posed the theory of active inhibition to explain the effect of writing on the
body,

asically, this mode! posited that individuals who held back from talking about

traumatic events leads to chronic autonomic arousal and eventual weakening of the
immune system. The expressive writing intervention would allow the person to write
, at the previously undisclosed traumatic life event, release the pent-up emotions, come
o terms with the trauma, and stop the negative cycle.
Habituation and extinction.

Based on the behavioral literature, the concept of

habituation was applied to explain the effects of the expressive writing interventions on
the individual. In behavioral terms, Watson and Marks (1972) stated that physiological
and psychological habituation occurs when a stimulus that produces fear decreases
response over time through repeated stimulation. Lepore, Greenberg, Bruno and Smyth
(2002) stated that habituation occurs in expressive writing when negative emotional
associations are extinguished through repeated exposure to stressful stimuli In other
words, v/riting about a traumatic experience in a repeated manner should extinguish the
fear, which allows the individual to habituate to the trauma.
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Self-regulation (control theory). Leventhal (1970) proposed a self-regulation
theory of emotion, cognition, and behavior that has been adapted by various authors
(Cameron & Nichols, 1993; King, 2001) as a theory to explain their findings. For
example, in the context of developing life goals. King (2002) reported that self-regulation
refers to the capacity for the individual to effectively pursue goals, to record feedback in
that pursuit (e.g., emotions, beliefs, and values), and to adjust his or her behavior
accordingly. Writing about life goals, a positive topic as opposed to a trauma, might lead
to more self-exploration and understanding.
Search fo r meaning. Based on a cognitive theory, Taylor’s (1983) model of
cognitive adaptation proposed that finding meaning in a traumatic life event is an
important theme in the process of coping. Hence, writing about a traumatic life
experience might help an individual deal with their trauma by helping them making sense
of the experience.
Developing a coherent narrative. Based on a cognitive and narrative model,
Pennebaker and Seagal (1999) have focused on the importance of the development of a
narrative as a crucial element in the healing powers of expressive writing. The authors
suggested that expressive writing interventions allows the creation of a narrative that
transforms the organization and content of a stressful memory experience into another
narrative that can be summarized, stored, and forgotten in a more effective manner.
The evolution in conceptualization of the effective mechanisms in expressive
writing interventions has moved from catharsis and insight-driven explanations,
habituation, to cognitive models (e.g., cognitive adaptation or restaicturing). More
recently, other more comprehensive and complex models suggesting emotional.
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cognitive, and biological processes have been posited as potential explanations for the
effectiveness of the writing interventions. These include (a) a mode! of stress, cognitive
processes (i.e., working memory), behavior (i.e., problem-solvmg and coping), and health
(Klein, 2002), (b) a model of regulatory processes (i.e., attention, habituation, and
cognitive restructuring), regulatory outcomes in emotion systems (i.e., subjective
experiential, neurophysiological-biochemical, and behavioral expressive), and mental and
physical health (Lepore, Greenberg, Bruno, & Smyth, 2002), (c) a model of cognitive
processing, emotional expression, and immune regulation (Lulgendorf & Ullrich, 2002),
and (d) a biological theory involving molecular and cellular processes (Booth & Petrie,
2002). Pennebaker (2002) concluded that the essence of the expressive writing paradigm
is dependent on the level of analysis (e.g., cognitive, behavioral, versus biological
approach) ant acknowledges that each of the different suppositions add to the real or true
explanation of its effectiveness
Crucial Components in Expressive Writing
In spite of the theoretical orientation utilized to explain the expressive writing
interventions, Pennebaker (2002) identified four factors which need to be present in order
for the writing exercises to be effective and influence the participants’ physical and
psychological well-being, including subjective well-being. These factors were (a)
emotional processing, (b) creating a coherent story, (c) post-writing processing, and (d) a
trustworthy setting.
When individuals experience a specific psychological event (especially an
upheaval) in their lives, Pennebaker (2002) suggested that it is optimally healthy for an
individual to explore both positive and negative emotions associated with that
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psychological event. Hence, emotional processing allows an individual to write about
their emotions during an emotional topic. Conversely, it is assumed that when an
individual is unable to write about their emotions, it restricts the persons’ exploring and
understanding of their life experiences.
Another variable that is important for the expressive writing paradigm is creating
a coherent story. As suggested by Kellogg (1994), people construct stories from personal
life experiences during the experience of writing. Kellogg (1994) stated hat people or
“narrators” will provide sense, coherence, and sequence to the structure of the story in
order to give meaningfulness to their life experience(s). Kellogg (1994) reported that
narrators would also establish causal relationships among the events that make up the
sequential stream of consciousness in order to hold perceptions, memories, and fantasies
together. Pennebaker (2002) reiterated that argument when he suggested that writing
about an emotional topic in a coherent manner might be more beneficial for the person
than having a chaotic story.
Post-writing processing is also another factor that is considered to be important
during the expressive writing. That is, when participants are probed to write about a
topic (e.g., trauma versus a neutral topic) over four consecutive days, for 15 minutes each
day, it is hypothesized that people will think about the specif • 'ent outside of the total
1-hour of writing (Pennebaker, 2002). This “post-writing processing” time allows people
to further ponder for hours and potentially even days afterwards the specific event that
participant has written about each day (Pennebaker, 2002),
Finally, Pennebaker (2002) suggested that the expressive writing paradigm should
also provide an environment of trust since the written information is held in confidence.
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is anonymous, and will have no adverse social effects on them. King (2002) also added
that although the experimental conditions tend to be in an isolated and controlled
laboratory setting, participants are still able to disclose their emotions, which is still
beneficial for them.
Effectiveness o f Expressive Writing
Smyth (1998) conducted a meta-analysis on the effectiveness of Pennebaker’s
expressive writing paradigm and found that this intervention produces significant
improvements in healthy populations in terms of reported health, physiological
functioning, psychological well-being, and general functioning. Pennebaker (1993)
found similar results in a review based on a narrative methodology and concluded that
participants in the experimental condition (i.e., writing about a traumatic experience)
using the written emotion expression task were superior to controls on a variety of
measures over the next few months.
More spec’fically, writing about traumatic events have been related to reduced
health problems (e.g., Pennebaker and Beall, 1986), heightened immune system (e.g.,
Pennebaker, Kiecolt-Glaser, & Glaser, 1988), lower blood pressure (Crow, Pennebaker,
and King, 2001), improved lung functioning in asthma patients and reduced symptoms in
rheumatoid arthritis patients (Smyth, Stone, Hurewitz, & Kaell, 1999), greater congruitv
in brain wave activity across the cerebral hemisphere (Pennebaker & Susman, 1988), and
lower skin conductance levels (Pennebaker, Hughes, & O’heeron, 1987). Furthermore,
writing about trauma has also been associated with better adjustment to college (Cameron
& Nichols, 1998; Pennebaker, Colder, & Sharp, 1990), finding employment more quickly
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after being laid off (Spera, Buhrfeind, & Pennebaker, 1994), and enhancing social
relationships (Lepore & Greenberg, in press).
There is suggestive evidence that expressive writing is an effective intervention
based on narrative and meta-analytic analysis (Pennebaker, 1993; Smith, 1998).
However, the majority of studies have focused on writing about a traumatic or negative
event (e.g., stress). For future research, King (2001) suggested writing about more
positive experiences as opposed to the more traditional negative writing topics. King
(2001) specifically stated:
“[The] act of writing down our deepest thoughts and feelings is key to the benefits
of writing. However, and importantly, the contents of our deepest thoughts and
feelings need not be traumatic or negative. Quite the contrary, examining the
most hopeful aspects of our lives through writing... might also bestow on us the
benefits of writing that have been long assumed to be tied only to our traumatic
histories” (p. 806).
More specifically, King (2001) suggested that writing about passionate experiences, such
as the most meaningful life experiences, should be as beneficial as writing about trauma
based on the findings on writing about life goals. An important component of successful
writing about either positive or negative topics appears to be the disclosure of an
emotional experience (e.g., trauma or the most meaningful life experiences) in
comparison to writing about life goals, which is a dispassionate experience (King. 2001).
Purpose and Predictions of this Study
The purpose of this -tudy was to test the hypothesis that writing about the most
meaningful life experience for 20 minutes each day over 3 consecutive days might
produce greater subjective well-being in comparison to a control group (i.e., writing
about your plans for the day).
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Hypothesis I
Writing about the most meaningful life experiences wili relate to higher levels of
subjective well-being (i.e., higher levels of life satisfaction and positive affect, with no
effect on negative affect) as measured by the SWLS and the PANAS, than writing about
a neutral topic.
Hypothesis 2
Writing with greater emotional content as measured by the participants’ and
raters’ evaluation of affect will be associated with higher levels of SWB (i.e., higr.sv
levels of life satisfaction and positive affect, with no effect on negative affect) as
measured by the SWLS and the PANAS, compared to writing with less emotional
content.
Hypothesis 3
Writing with more positive content as measured by the raters’ evaluation of
content will be associated with higher levels of SWB (i.e., higher levels of life
satisfaction and positive affect, with no effect on negative affect) as measured by the
SWLS and the PANAS, compared to writing with more negative content.

CHAPTER II
METHOD
This chapter contains a description of the participants, materials, procedures, and
recruitment approach used in this research study. The chapter concludes with a concise
summary of the content and data analyses, an account of the type of statistical program
that was utilized, as well as the type of analysis used to test each of the three hypotheses.
Participants
The participants in the study consisted of 55 college students attending a mid
sized university in the Midwestern United States who were enrolled in either an
undergraduate English Composition course (i.e., COMP 110, 120, or 125) or in a Human
Anatomy Lab (i.e., ANAT 204). Of the original 64 participants who signed up to be in
the research, nine students did not complete the whole study, which provides a retention
rate of 85.94 percent. The majority of the participants were either 18 or 19 years of age,
Caucasian, freshman who have been enrolled in one or two writing courses.
The participants consisted of25 (45.5%) males and 30 (54.5%) females. Caucasian
ethnicity accounted for 92.7% (51) of the sample, with Hispanic American, AfricanAmerican, and Asian and Pacific Islander accounting for 7.2 % (4) of the sample. The
second largest group representation after Caucasian was Asian and Pacific Islander at
3.6% (2). The demographic character i.Jcs of the research participants are presented in
Table 1.
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of the Sample Across Conditions.
Total

Treatment

Frequency Percent

Frequency Percent

Control
Frequency Percent

Gender
Male

25.0

45.5

16.0

64.0

9.0

30.0

Female

30.0

54.5

9.0

36.0

21.0

70.0

Ethnicity
Caucasian

51.0

92.7

22.0

88.0

29.0

96.7

Hispanic American

1.0

1.8

1.0

4.0

0.0

0.0

Asian & Pacific Isl.

2.0

3.6

2.0

8.0

0.0

0.0

African American

1.0

1.8

0.0

0.0

1.0

3.3

School Year
Freshman

41.0

74.5

17.0

68.0

24.0

80.0

Sophomore

10.0

18.2

6.0

24.0

4.0

13.3

Junior

2.0

3.6

1.0

4.0

1.0

3.3

Senior

1.0

1.8

1.0

4.0

0.0

0.0

5 or More

1.0

1.8

0.0

0.0

1.0

3.3

The participants were between the ages of 18 to 39 (M = 19.76, SD = 3.16). The
predominant age group was the 18 to 19 age group, which accounted for 78.2 % (43) of
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the sample. The participants were predominantly freshmen in college, representing
74.5% (41) of the sample.
The course distribution consisted of 19 (34.5%) students in COMP 110, 14
(25.5%) in COMP 120, 11 (20%) in COMP 125, and 11 (20%) in ANAT 204. The
distribution of the number of writing classes taken was 22 (40%) for one writing course
29 (52.7%) for two writing courses, 2 (3.6%) for three writing courses, 1 (1.8%) for fc
writing co1 rses, and 1 (1.8%) for five writing courses.
Materials
The materials that were used in the investigation consisted of the demographic
questionnaire found in Appendix D; the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS)
found in Appendix E; the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) found in Appendix F; the
Nelson-Denny Reading Test (Vocabulary test only); the writing exercises about the most
meaningful life experience and plans for the day found in Appendix G and H,
respectively; and the evaluation of writing experience found in Appendix I. These
materials are each described in the text in order presented here to supplement the
appendices.
Demographic Questionnaire
The demogiaphic questionnaire requested information related to the participants’
age, gender, ethnicity, years in school, and number of writing courses. This information
was primarily used to describe the sample of the present study, as well as to observe the
influence that gender and the number of past and current writing courses could have on
the expressive writing interventions.
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Positive-Affect Negative-Affect Scale
The Positive-Affect Negative-Affect Scale (PANAS), designed by Watson, Clark,
and Tellegen (1988), was utilized to measure levels of positive and negative affect, which
are considered to be the two emotional components of SWB. The PANAS contains 20
emotions adjectives, which are rated or. a five-point scale to indicate the amount of time
spent experiencing each emotion. These 20 items are divided into two 10-:tem mood
scales that assess positive and negative affect. In studies of affective structure, positive
and negative affects have consistently emerged as two dominant and relatively
independent dimensions (Bradburn, 1969; Watson et. al., 1988).
Positive Affect (PA) reflects the extent to which an individual feels enthusiastic,
active, and alert (Watson et al., 1988). High PA represents a state of high energy, full
concentration, and pleasurable engagement, whereas low PA reflects sadness and
lethargy. Negative Affect (NA) reflects a state of subjective distress and unpleasurable
engagement that includes a variety of aversive emotions, including, anger, contempt,
disgust, guilt, fear, and nervousness, with low NA representing a state of calmness and
serenity.
The PANAS separately assesses the experience of positive affect and negative
affect in a valid, reliable, brief, and easy to administer fashion. The PANAS was
validated on three separate samples, where one of three samples was constituted of
college students from a Southwestern university (Watson et al., 1988), which is a similar
participant population compared to the one in the current study. In addition, Watson et
al. (1988) validated six versions of the PANAS, which are identical except for the
instructions. Specifically, the six versions of the PANAS reflect how a participant felt (a)

at the present moment, (b) today, (c) during the past few days, (d) during the past few
weeks, (e) during the past year, and (f) on the average. The three versions of the PANAS
that were utilized in the current study are how the participant feels on the average, today,
and past few weeks to assess their positive and negative affect prior to the writing
intervention, 1 day, and 2 weeks after the writing exercise, respectively. These three
measures were used to assess affect level prior to the writing exercise and to compare this
measure with the participant’s affect level today (i.e., 1 day after the writing intervention)
and past few weeks (i.e., 2 weeks after the writing intervention).
The PANAS internal consistency reliability coefficients (Cronbaci: ~ u>cff>.ient
alpha) range from .86 to .90 for the PA scale, and from .84 to .87 for the NA scale
(Watson et al., 1988). Test re-test reliability ranges from .47 to .68 (at eight weeks) for
the PA scale, and ranges from .39 to .71 for the NA scale (Watson et al., 1988). The
scales appear unaffected by the time instructions used since there are no significant
differences between them. The Cronbach’s coefficient alpha for the time conditions used
in the current study are: .86 (PA) and .83 (NA) for the average, .90 (PA) and .83 (NA) for
today, and .88 (PA) and .88 (NA) for the past few weeks. The correlation between the
NA and PA scales in the current study is -.68 for the average instruction, -.15 for the
today instruction, and -.40 for the past few weeks instruction.
The PANAS was found to be internally consistent and to have excellent
convergent and discriminant correlations with lengthier measures of the two underlying
mood scales (Watson et al., 1988). The PANAS is a reliable, valid, and efficient means
for measuring positive and negative affect, which are two important dimensions of SWB.
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Satisfaction With Life Scale
The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS), designed by Diener, Emmons, Larsen,
and Griffin (1985), was utilized to measure a person’s global judgments of life
satisfaction, which is considered to be the cognitive component of SWB. In making a life
satisfaction judgment, the SWLS emphasizes the individual’s own standard of evaluation
by drawing upon the domains that she or he finds relevant in formulating his or her
judgment of global life satisfaction. The SWLS is a five-item instrument that includes
items such as, “In most ways my life is close to my ideal” and “If I could live my life
over, I would change almost nothing”. Each item is rated on a 7-point scale from one
(i.e., strongly disagree) to seven (i.e., strongly agree) and usually requires only about one
minute of respondent time to complete the test.
Scores on the SWLS can be interpreted in terms of absolute as weli as in relative
life satisfaction (Pavot & Diener, 1993). The scores in the SWLS range from 5 to 35,
where scores from 5 to 9 represent being extremely dissatisfied with life, scores between
3 1 to 35 are indicative of being extremely satisfied, and a score of 20 is a neutral point on
the scale. On the normative data for the SWLS, five separate studies were conducted on
American college students, which is comparable to the participant population utilized in
the present investigation. These five independent investigations suggest that the means
of college students on the SWLS fall in the range of 23.0 to 25.2, or in the slightly
satisfied benchmark (Pavot & Diener, 1993).
In addition to its brevity, ease of administration, and interpretation, the SWLS,
like its counterpart, the PANAS, is also a reliable and valid instrument. Pavot and Diener
(1993) reviewed the considerable research with the SWLS, finding it had substantial
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construct validity. Internal consistency reliability coefficients for the SW LS range from
.79 to .89. Test re-test reliability ranges from .50 (at 10 weeks) to .84 .at 1 month) (Pavot
& Diener, 1993). The Cronbach’s coefficient alpha for the three independent times that
the SWLS is used in the current study are (a) .86 prior to the writing intervention, (b) .88
for 1 day after the writing exercise, and (c) .88 for 2 weeks after the writing exercise.
Nelson-Denny Reading Test
The Nelson-Denny Reading Test (NDRT), Forms G and H, designed by Brown,
Fithco, and Flanna (1993a, 1993b), has been utilized mostly to rank students in
Vocabulary, Comprehension, and Reading Rate. The NDRT has also been used in
identifying students for advanced or developmental reading programs, predicting
academic success, and diagnosing students’ reading problems. The NDRT is composed
of the Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests. The Vocabulary subtest consists of 80
items (i.e., nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs) with five response choices per item and
a 15-minute time limit. The Comprehension subtest contains seven reading passages and
a total of 38 questions, each with five answer choices, and a 20-minute time limit. For
the purpose of this investigation, the Vocabulary subtest alone was utilized to provide an
estimated measure of Vocabulary or verba! ability.
In order to analyze and compare the Vocabulary scores, the raw test scores of the
NDRT Vocabulary subtest were converted to scale score, percentile rank, and finally to
normal curve equivalents scores (NCES), based upon tables presented in the test manual.
The NCES provide standard scores that represent equal units of measurement. The
NCES has a range from 1 to 99, mean of 50, and standard deviation of 21.06 (Brown,
Fishco & Hanna, 1993a).
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The NDRT was partly nor met! on student in four-year universities and was
divided into four separate normed subgroups: freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior.
In addition, the college samples were stratified on the basis of geographic region and
enrollment. This normative data was congruent with the sample population utilized in the
current study. However, it should be noted that the results of the Vocabulary subtest
alone need to be interpreted with caution since the NDRT was normeu on both the
Vocabulary and Comprehension subtests.
Several studies were summarized supporting the validity of Forms E and F, but
there is a lack of studies examining the actual validity of Forms G and H (Smith, 1998).
According to Brown, Fishco, and Hanna (1993a), the vocabulary words were selected
from various texts and were necessary for success in subject discipline. However,
Murray-Ward (1998) reported that the content validity is questionable since there is
incomplete information provided on the sources of words and passages and the criteria
for their selection. Adequate reliability estimates were presented in the technical report
of the NDRT, but test-retest estimates were not presented (Smith, 1998). The internal
consistency reliability coefficients for the NDRT include Vocabulary (.89),
Comprehension (.81), Total Test (.90), and Reading Rate (.68; Smith, 1998).
Writing Exercises
Two types of writing instructions were utilized in this study, which were adapted
from the King (2001) article using strategies consistent with those used by Pennebaker
and Beall (1986). Two writing instructions were developed to elicit information about
the most meaningful life experience (MMLE) and more neutral information. The
instructions for the participants in the MMLE condition were:
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For the next 20 minutes, 1 would like you to think about your life in the past and
write about the most meaningful experience in your life. Write about how you
have changed or grown as a person as a result of the experience and how the
experience has made you better able to meet the challenges of the future. Write
about the experience in as much detail as you can. Really get into it and freely
express any and all emotions or thoughts that you have about the experience. As
you write, do not worry about punctuation or grammar, just write as much as you
can about the experience.
For the control condition, participants were asked to write about their plans for the day in
as much detail as possible. Specifically, the directions were:
For the next 20 minutes, I would like you to think about the rest of your day and
write about your plans for the day in as much detail as possible. As you write, do
not worry about punctuation or grammar, just write as much as you can about
your plans for the day.
Participants ’Ratings o f Essay Content
Participants rated how important, emotional, rewarding, difficult, and upsetting
the writing experience was on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely much). For
example, the writing evaluation includes items such as, “This writing experience was
important for me.” The participant ratings of the essay content usually required
approximately one minute of respondent time to complete.
Procedures
The invest’gator contacted the dean of English Composition Department (ECD) at
the University of North Dakota in order to request permission to contact the lecturers,
instructors, and professors of the ECD. Once the dean of the ECD deemed the
integration of t.v present study to the composition courses as appropriate, the lecturers,
instructors, and professors of the ECD were contacted through a recruitment letter (See
Appendix A). From a total of 27 potential lecturers, instructors, and professors in the
ECD, three agreed to participate in the study and utilize class time to conduct this study.

42

The instructor for the Human Anatomy Lab (ANAT 204) was contacted through personal
communications. Once the lecturers and instaictors agreed to utilize class time in order
to perform this present study, the investigator came to a scheduled class session.
The investigator developed a dissertation protocol (see Appendix B) for the first
day of the investigation, which was read verbatim to all of the participants in this study in
order to maintain a standardized set of instaictions. Initially, the researcher read the
consent form (sec Appendix C) to the prospective participants who were notified that
participation was voluntary and that they were free to discontinue the study at any time.
The expected benefits associated with participation were the opportunity to participate in
a psychological research study and to express their thoughts and feelings regarding the
assigned exercises. Appropriate contact information was provided. Participants were to
understand that if they had any questions or concerns, they were welcome to contact the
researcher, my supervisor, or the Office of Research and Program Development at the
University of North Dakota. Participants who agreeo 'a be involved in the study were
given five dollars for completing the study.
After reading the consent form and answering their pertinent research questions,
the researchers asked the prospective participants to sign the consent form if they
completely understood and were willing to participate in the study. Participants were
i
identified with a number throughout the whole study as a way to protect their
confident’ ility. A master list of names and participants’ number was generated as a
precaution in case the subject was not able to recall their code number. This master list
was destroyed immediately after the data was collected and before any of the analysis
was conducted.
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All of the participants in either the composition course or in the Human Anatomy
Lab were randomly assigned to either the experimental (i.e., write about your MMLE) or
control condition (i.e., write about your pians for the day). Participants completed a brief
demographic questionnaire, Nelson-Denny Reading Test (Vocabulary subtest only), the
Positive Affect Negative Affect Scale (PANAS), and the Satisfaction with Life Scale
(SWLS). Then, each participant wrote about an assigned topic (i.e., MMLE or your plans
for the day) for 20 minutes each day over 3 consecutive days. After each writing session,
participants rated how important, emotional, rewarding, difficult, and upsetting the
writing experience was on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely much). One day and
two weeks after participating in the three writing sessions, the participants completed the
PANAS and the SWLS at two separate times to measure the impact on their short- and
long-term SW3.
Content Analysis
The writing samples were collected and given to two raters, who completed an
analysis of the essay content in order to avoid the problem of single-observer
idiosyncrasies. The two independent judges, a male and female second-year doctoral
student in the counseling psychology program at the University of North Dakota, were
trained to rate the essays and were clearly qualified to perform the assigned tasks. The
raters were blind to each other’s ratings, but were not blind to the assigned topic for the
participant.
To examine the characteristics of the essays, the two judges read and rated the
essays from the experimental ard control group based upon the following three
dimensions (See Appendix J) 1) the main event(s) that was described in the essay, 2) the
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participants’ interpretation of the event(s), and 3) the level of affect, First, the raters were
asked to identity whether the content of the main event(s) was positive (e.g., relationship
with a significant other), negative (e.g., death of a loved one), or neutral (e.g., watching
TV). Similarly, the essays were rated as positive, negative, both positive and negative, or
neutral based upon the participants’ interpretation of the main event(s) using the
previously described examples. Finally, the raters were trained to identify the level of
emotional content, according to the frequency and intensity of emotional words contained
in the essay. More specifically, the writing exercises of the three students who did not
complete the three writing exercises were selected as samples for the raters. Raters were
asked to underline emotional words (e.g., “feeling overwhelmed” or “very depressed and
unhappy”) or phrases (e.g., “around this time things started to become painful” or “what
an amazing thing to be able to ...”) and rank them in the context of the writing topic or
main event. The essays were then assigned rankings of high, medium, low, or no affect
based upon the raters’ interpretation of the emotional content.
Analyses of Data
All data analyses were computed utilizing the SPSS software package for
Windows version 10.0. The analyses used consist of descriptive, hypothesis testing, and
exploratory procedures. Descriptive analyses of the data were used to describe the
sample of undergraduate students in tue study, as well as to illustrate the distribution of
age, gender, ethnicity, years in school, and number of writing courses. Measures of
central tendency and variation, as well as frequency and percentages were used in this
description of the data.
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Hypotheses Testing Analyses
Hypothesis 1
Analyses of Covariance (ANCOVA) were computed to test the hypothesis that
writing about the MMLE will relate to higher levels of subjective well-being (i.e., higher
levels of life satisfaction and positive affect, with no effect on negative affect) than will
writing about a neutral topic. A series of six univariate ANCOVAs were conducted with
group (i.e., writing assignment) and gender as the independent variables, pre-writing
subjective well-being measures as a covariate, and post-writing subjective well-being
measures as the dependent variables.
Hypothesis 2
Pearson’s correlation coefficient and a linear regression were computed to test the
hypothesis that writing with greater emotional content will be associated with higher
levels of SWB (i.e., higher levels of life satisfaction and positive affect, with no effect on
negative affect), compared to writing v/ith less emotional content. Initially, a correlation
was conducted between the raters’ rating of affect and the participants’ rating of
emotional content. Subsequently, a series of six linear regressions were conducted with
these two variables along pre-writing SWB measures to predict post-writing SWB scores.
Hypothesis 3
An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted to test the hypothesis that
writing with more positive content will be associated with higher levels of SWB (i.e.,
higher levels of life satisfaction and positive affect, with no effect on negative affect),
compared to writing with more negative content.

CHAPTER III

RESULTS
This chapter includes sample essays, content analysis (interrater reliability), and
the preliminary findings of the present study. The chapter concludes with the report of
three hypotheses, statistical procedures, and results based upon the empirical data of the
current study.
Sample Essays
Before presenting the analysis of the results of this study, it might be helpful to
examine a few representative examples of the essays written in each of the writing
conditions. An informal inspection of the Most Meaningful Life Experience (MMLE)
essays indicated that participants indeed wrote about a variety of positive and negative
experiences. Some examples of the positive experiences described in the essays
included: having a relationship with a loved one, experiencing the birth of a younger
brother, becoming a lifeguard or an eagle scout (i.e., highest honor in boy scouts), and
playing in a golf tournament. Some examples of the negative experiences revealed in the
essays were: death of a loved one, car accident, parental divorce, and eating disorder. A
few representative examples from these essays follow:
The most meaningfi.il experience in my life was when my father left my family.
This happened when I was ten years old. All of the events that followed because
of his absence have made me into what I am today. I became a much more
responsible person, because of this. I had to take care of my brother and myself
when my mom was at work. This meant cooking, cleaning, and helping out with
homework. I also had to manage my own work at the same time. I had to do this
because my mom had to work. She had to hold three job" just to support her
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family. It was not easy for any of us. I managed to be successful throughout
everything. We have been trying to settle all the money differences since I can
remember. 1 went through a period of my life where I was very depressed. Even
though there were many bad times, I believe it all made me stronger. I now
handle difficult situations head on. I look for a way to solve my problems, instead
ofjust worrying about them. 1 have matured very much over the past eight years.
My relationship with my ma has improved a lot also. We get along quite well.
My sister and I also have a great relationship. We are even moving together into
an apartment in May. I have become a much more caring and understanding
person throughout this time. People know they can come talk to me about their
problems because they know I have seen a lot. Writing about this helps me a lot.
1 believe it is healthy for me to get my feelings out on paper and to express the
way I feel. This whole writing experiment had made me realize how much I have
conquered in my life and how many obstacles 1 have overcome.
The most meaningful experience in my life, to date, would be becoming a
certified lifeguard. As a young child, I would love to ride my bike down to the
pool and swim everyday, all day. This was very important to me because it
helped to teach me discipline around the pool, and also respect for others. Now
th a t! am a lifeguard I get to pass these very important actions onto the young
children in my small community. For as long as 1 can remember, the pool has
always been a fun and enjoyable place to hang out and meet people. Five
summers ago, when I became certified, our pool was in danger of closing, but
because I became certified, 2 of my friends became certified also, and the pool
was able to remain open. During my five years, I have learned a great deal about
myself. I have learned a great deal of patience and respect for others. I feel that
these qualities are going to prepare me for the challenges of the future. While
working at our pool, I have also gained a great deal of self-confidence. The fust
day I was on deck, I was scared and frightened about certain situations. Now that
I have been doing it for 5 years, I feel I am capable of handing any, or all,
situations around the nool. Also, I feel a sense of self-worth because I am able to
pass my knowledge about the pool and swimming onto new lifeguards and also to
the youth, so that they may enjoy the pool as much as 1 do. Also, when the
parents and children come up to me and thank me for being there, or teaching
them or their kid how to swim makes me feel that my time out at the pool was
appreciated and worthwhile.
The essays in the neutral condition focused mainly on the participants’ plans for
the day, which included common themes of mundane behaviors such as, household tasks
(e.g., taki.ig out the garbage, doing the laundry, etc.), academic responsibilities (e.g.,
studying for a test, attending a class, doing homework, etc.) and exercise (e.g., lifting
weights, rollerblading, walking, etc). Other examples of ordinary behaviors in the essays
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included: eating supper, watching television, going to the bank, resting (e g., taking a nap,
“chilling out”, going to sleep, etc.), and working (e.g., babysitting, restaurants, etc.). The
following are examples from the neutral writing condition:
I woke up this morning at 6:25. I showered, got dressed and ate breakfast. While
eating, I read the comics from the GF Herald. Abound 7:20, I left my house with
my family and came to UND. 1 went to the Union first to print out some notes for
Chemistry. However, the printer wasn’t working, so I was unable to get the notes.
I left the Union and went to composition. I participated in a class discussion. At
9:00,1 went to Chemistry. During class, 1 not only took notes, but also helped
some friends with questions they had four our test tonight. After chemistry, I
went to Developmental Psych. After Psych., I studied a little for a chem. lab quiz
that 1 had today and ate a little lunch. Then I went to chem. Lab. While there, I
performed an experiment and then took the quiz. The quiz wasn’t as difficult as I
thought it would be. After I finished, I came here. Actually, 1 accidentally went
to Merrifield first. When I am finished, I will go home and study for the test I
have at 7 p.m. After the test, 1 am going to babysit some kids for a few hours.
Once they are in bed, 1 will probably work on some stuff for anatomy. When I
am done babysitting, I will go home and go to bed.
I have a lot of things to do for the rest of the day. After class I have to eat,
because I am starving! Then l need to get ready for work, which is at 3:00. I work
at Community National bank. I have to be there by 2:50, so I’ll leave at 2:35-2:40
to get there on time. From there I work until 6:00. After work I need to clean up
my dorm because it is still a mess from this weekend. I need to empty the
garbage especially! I also have to do laundry. I was going to do that last night,
but I got sidetracked by a friend. So I’ll do it tonight. Then I need to work on
some homework. Such as my geography lab that is due tomorrow. I also need
finish my comp. 1 paper because I am taking it to the writing center tomorrow.
I’ll have to go over to a friend’s house and print it out tonight too. Somewhere in
between all of that I will go over to Wilkerson and eat. It is open until 11:00, so
I’ll have plenty of time. If I get all of that accomplished I have a geography test
that 1 need to study for, but if I don’t get around to that it’s ok because I can
always study tomorrow night and this weekend. And I can’t forget at 9:00 I have
to watch the real world and at 9:30 the Osbournes on MTV.
Content Analysis
Interrater reliability coefficients were conducted for the three previously
mentioned dimensions (i.e., main event, interpretation, and affect) of the writing samples.
Kappa reliability coefficients were obtained for the dimensions of main event and
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interpretation, whereas alpha reliability coefficients were acquired for the affect level.
Interrater coirelations were all greater than .65. More specifically, for the main event and
interpretation domains, the kappa reliability coefficients ranged from .85 to .97 and from
.71 to .82, respectively, while the alpha reliability coefficients for the level of affect were
.65 to .73.
Preliminary Findings
I first examined the potential influence of gender, number of writing courses,
verbal ability, and participant’s ratings of the writing experience, on the three
components of subjective well-being (i.e., life satisfaction, positive, and negative affect)
across the experimental (i.e., writing about the Most Meaningful Life Experience or
MMLE) and control (i.e., writing about the plans for the day or neutral) condition.
Gender
Analyses of Variance (A.NOVAS) wer e conducted to examine the potential
influence of gender on the three components of subjective well-being across conditions
(See Table 2). Although no significant gender differences were found between life
satisfaction and negative affect, males did have a significantly higher score than females
on positive affect (i.e., PA 2, F(l, 53) = 6.25, p < .05 & PA 3, F(l, 53) = 14.96, p < .01).
This suggests that males expressed more positive affect than females one day (PA 2) and
two weeks (PA 3) after the writing exercises.
Writing Courses
Analyses of Variance (ANOVAS) were performed to examine the potential
influence of the number of writing courses on the subjective well-being measures across
conditions. The results, with F values ranging from .34 to 1.02, were all statistically non-
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Table 2

Summary of Univariate Analyses of Variance for the Effect of Gender.

Female

Male
M

SD

M

SD

F

SWLS 1

25.84

4.92

24.40

6.07

.91

SWLS 2

25.00

5.56

23.93

5.60

.50

SWLS 3

26.04

5.50

25.10

5.50

.40

PA 1

36.20

5.85

33.23

5.55

3.71

NA 1

18.32

5.10

17.03

4.64

.96

PA 2

31.84

7.28

26.80

7.57

6.25*

NA 2

16.44

5.98

15.53

4.96

38

PA 3

34.96

5.35

28.73

6.39

14.96**

NA 3

17.76

6.82

18.00

5.63

.02

DV

Note. SWLS == Satisfaction with Life Scale, PA = Positive Affect, NA = Negative Affect.
The number after the three categories (i.e., SWLS, NA, & PA) represents the following' 1
= before the writing exercise, 2 = one day after the three consecutive days of writing, and
3 = two weeks after the writing exercise.
* p < .05. ** p < .01.
significant, suggesting that the number of writing courses did not have an impact on life
satisfaction, positive, or negative affect when comparing the participants across the Most
Meaningful Life Experience (MMLE) and neutral conditions (See Appendix K).
Therefore, this variable was not considered in the rest of the analyses.
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Verbai A bili/y
To examine the potential influence of verbal ability across conditions, an Analysis
of Variance (ANOVA) was initially conducted using vocabulary as the dependent
variable and condition as the independent variable. The results suggested that verbal
ability was not significantly different (F(l, 53) = .33,

q=

.57) between the experimental

(M - 53.60, SD = 1.7.05) and control (M ~ 51.27, SD = 13.10) conditions. Hence, both
groups were matched on their vocabulary scores using the NDR.T (Vocabulary Test
only). In addition, a series of Linear Regressions were conducted with vocabulary scores
as the predictor variables and subjective well-being measures (i.e., life satisfaction,
positive, and negative affect) as the dependent variables. The results suggested that
vocabulary contributed significantly only to pre (NA 1, p = -.28, p < .05) and post
measures (NA 3, P = -.30, p <.05) of negative affect (See Table 3). These two beta
scores, which range from -.28 to -.30, suggest a slight negative correlation between the
vocabulary scores and negative affect.
Participants ’Evaluation o f Essay Content
Participant ratings of the essay content did vary by condition. Writing about the
Most Meaningful Life Experience (M.MLE) was a different writing experience for
participants than writing about a neutral topic (i.e., write about your plans for the day) in
terms of the level of importance, emotion, reward, and difficulty (See Table 4).
Participants in the MMLE condition reported that the writing exercise was more
important (combined M = 2.51, SD = .90), emotional (combined M ~ 2.55, SD = 1.01),
rewarding (combined M = 2.48, SD = .84), and difficult (combined M = 1.77, SD = .94),
than those in the control condition. Conversely, participants who wrote about a neutral
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Table 3

SEB

P

SWLS 1

.05

-.22

SWLS 2

-.08

.05

-.21

SWLS 3

-.08

.05

-.22

PA 1

o
1*

.05

-.22

NA 1

-.09

.04

-.28*

PA 2

-.00

.07

- . 0 1

NA 2

-.09

.05

-.25

PA 3

-.07

.06

-.16

NA 3

-.12

.05

-.30*

SWB Measures

C

B

1
oGO

Summary of Simultaneous Regression Analyses for Vocabulary.

n

Note. SWLS = Satisfaction with Life Scale, PA = Positive Affect, NA = Negative Affect.
The number after the three categories (i.e., SWLS, NA, & PA) represents the following: 1
= before the writing exercise, 2 = one day after the three consecutive days of writing, and
3 = two weeks after the writing exercise.
* p < .05.
topic described the essays as less important (combined M = 1.87, SD - .77), emotional
(combined M - 1.21, SD = .42), rewarding (combined M = 1-76, SD = .75), and difficult
(combined M ~ 1.18, SD = .38) than those in the experimental condition. Please note the
term “combined” is used to represent the “combined” average since the variables (i.e.,
important, emotional, rewarding, and difficult) were measured at three separate times.
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Table 4

Treatment (n
Source

M

II
N>

Summary of Univariate Analyses of Variance for the Combined Means of the
Participants’ Ratings of the Essay Content Across Conditions.

SD

Control (n ~ 30)
M

SD

F

Important

2.51

.90

1.87

.77

8.09**

Emotional

2.55

1.01

1.21

.42

43.50**

Rewarding

2.48

.84

1.76

.75

11.38**

Difficult

1.77

.94

1.18

.38

10.17**

Upsetting

1.23

.53

1.16

.35

.35

Note. Ratings were made on a scale ranging from 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5
(extremely).
** p < .01.
A series of ANOVA3 were performed on the participants’ ratings of the essays
and the results were significant for importance, F(l, 53) = 8.09, p < f 1, emotional, F(l,
53) = 43.50, p < .01, rewarding, F(l, 53) = 11.38, p < .01, and difficult F(l, 53) = 10.17,
P < .01. There was no significant difference in the upsetting category between the

MMLE (combined M = 1.23, SD = .53) and neutral (combined M = 1.16, SD = .35)
condition since both groups found the writing exercises to be ‘'very slightly or net at all”
upsetting. Means for the five items across the three writing experiences for both the
MMLE and neutral condition are also presented (See Table 5).
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Tabic 5

Treatment (n
Source

1!
M

Summary of Univariate Analyses of Variance for the Means of the Participants’ Ratings
of the Essay Consent Across Conditions.

Control (n = 30)

M

SD

M

SD

f

Important 1

2.48

1.23

1.9?

.83

3.85

Important 2

2.52

1 00

2.00

.87

4.23*

Important 3

2.52

1.05

1.67

.88

10.76**

Emotional 1

2.92

1.26

1.27

.64

39.75**

Emotional 2

2.48

1.26

1.23

.63

27.64**

Emotional 3

2.24

1.16

1.13

.42

23.28**

Rewarding 1

2.36

1.11

1.73

.83

5.72*

Rewarding 2

2.60

.76

1.83

1.02

9.62**

Rewarding 3

2.48

1.00

1.70

.84

9.87**

Difficult 1

1.84

1.18

3.20

.48

7.37M*

Difficult 2

1.80

1.15

1.17

.53

7.22**

Difficult 3

1.68

.90

1J7

.46

7 44**

Upsetting 1

1.32

.80

1.17

.53

.72

Upsetting 2

1.24

.66

1.10

.40

.93

Upsetting 3

1.12

.44

1.20

.61

.30

Note. Ratings were made on a scale ranging from l(very slightly or not at all) to 5
(extremely). The numbers after the five categories (important, emotional, rewarding,
difficult, and upsetting) rep-esent the day (1. 2, or 3) of the writing exercise.
* p < .05. ** p < .01.
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The external raters also supported the result of higher emotional content in the
essays o f the M M LE condition in comparison to the essays with a neutral topic since the
two raters consistently identified a greater level of affect in the MMLE essays (See Table
6). Conversely, the external raters also consistently documented a low 01 no level of
affect in the essays of the neutral condition.
Table 6
Summary of Univariate Analyses of Variance for the Affect Content Across Two Raters.

Treatment (n = 25)
Source

Control (n = 30)

M

SD

M

SD

F

Affect 1A

2.44

.65

1.07

.25

113.39**

Affect iB

2.72

.89

1.10

.31

87.25**

Affect 2A

2.44

.77

1.10

.40

68.81**

Affect 2B

2.20

.76

1.03

.18

65.73**

Affect 3A

2.24

.66

1.20

.48

45. C3**

Affect 3B

2.04

.73

1.03

.18

52.59**

Note. Affect == emotional content; the numbers after the category “affect" represents the
day of the writing exercise. Letter A = Rater 1; Letter B = Rater 2.
** p < .01.
Findings for the Hypotheses
Hypothesis 1
A series of six Univariate ANCOVAs were conducted to examine the influence of
the writing intervention and gender on post-writing SWB measures, when controlling for
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Table 7

Summary of Analyses of Covariance by Condi don and Gender, Controlling for Pre-Test
Condition (SWLS 1, NA 1, & PA 1).

Source

df

F

r|

P

Condition (C)

i

.75

.02

.39

Gender (G)

1

.34

.00

.57

CXG

1

.05

.00

.82

Condition (C)

1

.09

.00

.76

Gender (G)

1

.08

.00

.78

CXG

1

1.17

.02

.29

Condition (C)

1

4.72

.09

.04 *

Gender (G)

11

.56

.01

.46

CXG

1

1.22

.02

.28

Condition (C)

1

7.25

.13

.01 *

Gender (G)

1

4.45

.08

.04 *

CXG

1

.00

.00

.97

Condit’on (C)

1

.77

.02

.39

Gender (G)

1

.00

.00

.96

SWLS 2

SWLS 3

PA 2

PA 3

NA 2
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Table 7 Cont.

Source

df

F

r\

p

CXG

1

2.C4

.04

.16

Condition (C)

1

.62

.01

.43

Gender(G)

1

.81

.01

.37

CXG

1

2.14

.04

.15

NA 3

Note. SWLS = Satisfaction with Life Scale, PA = Positive Affect, NA = Negative .Affect.
The number after the three categories (i.e., SWLS, NA, & PA) represents the following: 2
= one day after the three consecutive days of writing . nd 3 = two weeks after the writing
exercises.
* p < .05.
pre-writing subjective well-being measures. Tn other words, group (i.e., writing
assignment) and gender were the independent variables, pre-writing subjective well-being
measures (i.e., SWLS 1, NA 1, & PA 1, respectively) were the covariates, and postwriting subjective well-being measures (i.e., SWLS 2, SWLS 3, PA 2, PA 3, NA, 2, &
NA 3) were the dependent variables (See Table 7 and 8).
When controlling for a pre-test condition (PA 1 in this case), the results suggested
that there was a main effect for writing inter/ention on the construct of positive affect at
both P a 2, F(l, 50) = 4.72,p < .05 and PA 3, F(l, 50) = 7.25

< .05. More specifically,

participants in the MMLE writing exercise obtained higher scores on positive affect one
day (PA 2) and two weeks (PA 3) after the writing exercise compared to those in the
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Table 8

Descriptive Statistics of Analyses of Covariance by Condition and Gendei, Controlling
for Pre-Test Condition (SWLS 1, NA I, & PA 1).
Treatment (n =25)
Male
DV

Control (r = 30)

Female

Male

Female

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

SWLS 2

25.44

4.75

22.11

7.01

24.22

7.03

24.71

4.86

SWL S 3

26.62

4.65

22.67

7.37

25.00

6.96

26.14

4.29

PA 2

32.75

6.83

26.78

7.21

30.22

8.20

26.81

7.90

PA 3

35.00

5.54

29.78

6.89

34.89

5.33

28.29

6.29

NA 2

17.50

6.81

15.56

4.07

14.56

3.75

15.52

5.39

NA 3

18.88

7.92

18.00

4.85

15.78

3.87

18.00

6.05

Note. SWLS = Satisfaction with Life Scale, PA = Positive Affect, NA = Negative Affect.
The number after the three categories (i.e., SWLS, NA, & PA) represents the follo\ 'ing: 2
= one day after the three consecutive days of writing and 3 = two weeks after the writing
exercises.
neutral condition. However, it should be noted that the condition effect size of .09 and
.13 for PA 2 and PA 3, respectively, were considered small according to Cohen’s (1992)
article and in comparison to the medium effect size (d = .47), which has been identified in
Smyth’s (1998) meta-analysis of expressive writing. No significant differences were
found between groups in life satisfaction and negative affect for either post-test time
period. There v/as also a main effect for gender in PA 3, as men had significantly higher
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scores than women E(L 50) - 4.45, p < .05. However, the interaction of sex and
condition was not significant, F(l, 50) = .002, p = .97.
Hypothesis 2
Pearson’s correlation coefficient between the raters’ affect rating and the
combined mean of the participants rating of emotional content was .72, p < .01.
Therefore, these two variables were entered into a linear regression model along with pre
writing subjective well-being measures (i.e., SWLS 1, NA 1, & PA. 1) to predict post
writing SWB scores (i.e., SWLS 2, SWLS 3, PA 2, PA 3, NA 2, & NA 3). From the list
of predictor variables, only emotion (i.e., the combined mean of the participant’s rating of
the writing experience) was found to be a significant predictor of post-writing SWB
scores (NA 2, p = .40, p < .05 and PA 3., p = .27, p < .05) (See Table 9).
Hypothesis 3
Analyses of Variance (ANOVA) were conducted for event (i.e., positive,
negative, or neutral) to test the hypothesis that writing about more positive content will
be associated with higher levels of SWB, compared to writing about more negative
content. Since the writing intervention was significant for PA 2 and PA 3, ANOVAs
examined these two variables only (See Table 10). The results suggested that there was a
significant difference between writing about a positive versus a negative topic for PA 2,
F(2, 5!) = 3.53, p < .05. and PA 3, F(2,51) = 7.22, p < .01. More specifically, the means
for the positive topic group in PA 2 was 31.79, whereas the means for the negative topic
was 29.09. In addition, in PA 3, the means for the positive topic grouo was 33.36,
whereas the negative topic was 32.82. However, it should be noted that the effect sizes
were low.
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Table 9
Summary of Regression Analyses for the Raters’ Rating of Affect and the Combined
Mean of the Participants’ Rating of Emotional Content with Pre-Writing SWB Measures.

Emotion
SWB Measures

B

SEB

Total Affect
P

B

SEB

P

SWLS 2

-.75

.49

-.14

.18

.11

.14

SWLS 3

-.29

.61

-.05

-.00

.14

.05

PA 2

.86

1.23

.11

.30

.28

.17

NA 2

2.18

.93

.40 *

-.37

.21

-.31

PA 3

1.82

.27

.27 *

.13

.20

.08

NA 3

2.07

1.04

.34

-.39

.23

-.28

Note. SWLS = Satisfaction with Life Scale, PA = Positive Affect, NA = Negative Affect.
The number after the three categories (i.e., SWLS, NA, & PA) represents the following: 2
~ one day after the three consecutive days of writing, and 3 = two weeks after the writing
exercise. Emotion = the combined mean of the participants’ rating of emotional content,
Total Affect = the ravers’ rating of affect.
* p < .05.
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Table 10
Summary of the Univariate Analyses of Variance for Event.

Event
Negative

Positive
Source

p

M

SD

M

SD

PA 2

31.79

8.68

29.09

5.45

3.53 *

.12

PA 3

33.36

8.38

32.82

2.86

7.22 **

.22

il

Note. Event is divided into Positive and Negative Topics. PA = Positive Affect. The
number after the category (i.e., PA) represents the following: 2 = one day after the three
consecutive days of writing, and 3 = two weeks after the writing exercises.
* p < .05. ** p < .01.

CHAPTER IV

DISCUSSION
In the beginning section of this chapter, a summary and interpretation of the
results of hypothesis 1 are discussed, followed by hypothesis 2, and 3. Then, the
limitations of the present study are examined. Finally, the chapter concludes with the
possible research, theoretical, and clinical implications of the findings, followed by the
conclusion of the current inver ugation.
The primary purpose of this research studv was to ascertain the influence of
writing about the most meaningful life experience on the subjective well-being of college
students by using a variation of Pennebaker’s expressive writing paradigm. Hypo, icsis 1
posited that writing about the MMLE will relate to higher levels of subjective well-being
(i.e., higher levels of life satisfaction and positive affect, with no effect on negative
affect) than will writing about a neutral topic. Hypothesis 2 suggested that writing with
greater emotional content will be associated with higher levels of SWB (i.e., higher levels
of life satisfaction and positive affect, with no effect on negative affect), compare,

lo

writing with less emotional content. Hypothesis 3 posited that writing with more ositive
content will be associated with higher levels of SWB (i.e., higher levels of life
satisfaction and positive affect, with no effect cn negative affect), compaied to wi ing
with more negative content.
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Summary of Findings
Hypothesis 1
The hypothesis that writing about the MMLE will relate to higher levels of
subjective well-being (i.e., higher levels of life satisfaction and positive affect, and no
effect on negative affect) than will writing about a neutral topic was partially supported
by the results. In this study, writing about the MMLE was found to have a significant
impact on positive affect and no effect on negative emotions one day and two weeks after
completing the expressive writing intervention, compared to those in the neutral
condition. However, life satisfaction (one of the three components of subjective well
being) was not found to be significantly affected by the writing interventions at either the
one-day or two-week post-test measures.
These results are consistent with King (2001) who has found that writing about
life goals or best possible selves has been associated with feeling more happy and less
upset, and with less illness in comparison to writing about trauma and a neutral condition.
These results are also partially consistent with the findings by Stanton et. al. (in press)
who found that participants in the benefit-finding condition (i.e., writing about the
benefits of the experience with breast cancer) reported no negative affect after the writing
intervention, whereas expressive disclosure participants (i.e., writing about their
experience with breast cancer) and control participants (i.e., write about the facts Of
breast cancer) reported increased negative affect. However, in terms of posiiive affect,
there were no differences between the benefit-finding and the expressive disclosure
conditions. The results of the present study are also partially consistent with the study by
King and Miner (2000). Although King and Miner (2000) did not find significant
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differences between the trauma and perceived benefits condition in terms of negative or
positive affect, both conditions showed significantly fewer health visits for illness 3 and 5
months after the writing intervention in comparison to the control condition.
Like other research studies that focused on positive topics (e.g., life goals; King,
2001) or positively reframing a trauma (e.g., perceived benefits for trauma or breast
cancer; King & Miner, 2000, Stanton et. al, 2002), the present study also supports the
premise that expressive writing interventions in general was not associated w ith the
increase in short-term psychological distress or negative affect that has been shown in
past studies (Cameron & Nichols, 1998; Pennebaker, Colder, & Sharp, 1990;
Fennebaker, Kiecolt-Giaser, & Glaser, 1988; Pennebaker & Susman, 1988; Pennebaker,
Hughes, & O’heeron, 1987; Pennebaker & Beall, 1986, Pennebaker, 1993). Furthermore,
in a meta-analysis on the effectiveness of expressive writing interventions, Smyth (1998)
suggested that although w'riting interventions tended to increase short-term distress, there
was no relationship between the intensity of that distress and later benefits of writing
(i.e., improved reported health, psychological well-being, physiological functioning, and
general functioning).
The present and other studies that focused on positive topics (e.g.. King, 2001,
Stanton et. al, in press) support the findings of Smyth’s (1998) meta-analysis. The
finding of psychological benefits (i.e., increase in short- and long-term positive affect and
no effect on negative affect) for writing about the MMLE is all the more remarkable in
the absence of enhanced short-term negative affect. In addition, the MMLE writing
intervention led participants to rate the experience as more important, emotional,
rewarding, and difficult than those in the neutral condition. It is aiso noteworthy that
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participants who wrote about the MMLE did not differ significantly from the neutral-only
condition in the extent to which they felt the expressive writing intervention was
upsetting. Although these results obviously require replication, they do suggest a
provocative extension on the traditional writing paradigm, especially by increasing
positive affect without experiencing the short-term negative affect. Hence, it may be
possible to enjoy some benefits of writing without necessarily writing about trauma.
An unexpected finding was that the participants’ level of life satisfaction was not
affected at either post-test time period. A potential interpretation of this finding mav be
that since college students have been consistently found on five independent studies
(Pavot & Diener, 1993) to have SWLS scores in the range of 23.0 to 25.2, or in the
slightly satisfied benchmark, it might be difficult to observe a significant change on this
psychological construct. In the present study, the SWLS scores ranged from 22.11 to
26.62, or in the slightly satisfied and satisfied level, when controlling for pre-test SW LS
scores. Although these scores oiesent a greater baseline range, they were still not
significant enough to affect the trend. Another pragmatic explanation may be that writing
about the MMLE for only 20 minutes over 3 consecutive days might be insufficient time
for an individual to psychologically benefit in terms of life satisfaction.
Hypothesis 2
The hypothesis that writing with greater emotional content will be associated with
higher levels of SWB (i.e., higher levels of life satisfaction and positive affect, with no
effect on negative affect), compared to writing with less emotional content was partially
supported by the results. In this study, writing with greater emotional content was found
tu have a significant impact on negative affect one d'

<fter the expressive writing
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intervention and on positive affect two weeks after the writing exercise. Writing with
greater emotional content was not found to have a significant impact on life satisfaction,
positive affect (1 day later), and negative affect (2 weeks later).
The association of greater emotional content with negative affect a single day
after the writing exercise and with positive affect two weeks after the writing intervention
is consistent with previous literature (Smyth, 1998), although inconsistent with the
expectations of the present study. More specifically, this finding is supportive of and
can partly be explained by Pennebaker’s (1989) theory of active inhibition. Obviously,
this theory was developed for a traumatic or a negative life experience, unlike writing
about the most meaningful life experience, which could be either a negative or positive
life experience or event. The theory of active inhibition could be used to explain some of
the negative topics or events within this sample. More specifically, writing about the
MMLE increased short-term negative affect, while also increasing long-term positive
affect as a result of disclosing a potentially traumatic life experience, thus releasing pentup emotions and coming to terms with the experience.
Although the theory of active inhibition could explain some of the variance (e.g.,
most meaningful life experiences that were traumatic) of these results, the theory does not
explain other most meaningful life experiences that were obviously emotional, positive,
and non-traumatic (e.g., being a lifesaver or Boy Scout). Hence, a question still remains
unanswered: how did writing about the MMLE that was positive and obviously emotional
increase short-term negative affect of the participants?
The finding that negative affect was going to increase a single day after writing
about the MMLE that was emotional was not expected as a result of this study and the
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researcher can not offer a plausible explanation for it. However, for a closer analysis at
the influence of writing with more positive content, I refer the reader to hypothesis 3.
1he finding that greater emotional content will be associated with positive affect two
weeks after the expressive writing intervention was consistent with my expectations and
previous literature (Smyth, 1998), which has reliably found that positive affect is
increased after w.-ning in general, regardless whether the topics are negative (e.g., writing
about a trauma; Smyth, 1998) or positive (e.g., write about yctr life goals; King, 2001).
Hypothesis 3

The hypothesis that writing with more positive content will be associated with
higher levels o/'SWB, compared to writing with more negative content was partially
supported by the results. Participants in the MMLE who wrote about a positive event in
their life were more likely to experience greater levels of positive affect than those who
wrote about a negative event. This finding supports and extends the idea that writing
about a positive topic could be equal and even psychologically healthier (i.e., having no
impact on short-term negative affect and increasing short- and long-term positive affect)
than writing about a negative (even traumatic) meaningful life experience. However, as
observed from the findings of the first hypothesis, the MMLE writing intervention was
not significant for life satisfaction in terms of being a positive topic.
Limitations of the Present Study
The main finding of this study is that it may be possible to enjoy some benefits of
writing (i.e., increasing short and long-term positive affect without experiencing a short
term neg'i-ive affect) without necessarily writing about trauma, which is a provocative
extension on Pennebaker’s and Beall’s (1986) traditional writing paradigm. However,
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these conclusions should be considered in light of several limitations of this study,
Potential limitations include factors si ch as (1) recruitment approach, (2) sample
composition, (3) experimenter bias, (4) measurement issues (i.e., self-report), (5)
interrater reliability and inferences about the NDRT, and (6) potential confounding
variables.
First, the recruitment approach could be a limitation of the present study.
Because the study entailed college students *n write about a topic for three consecutive
days, the investigator conveniently contacted the dean of English Composition
Department (ECD) at UND to request permission to contact the lecturers, instructors, and
professors of the ECD. From a total of 27 potential lecturers, instructors, and professors
in the ECD, only three agreed to participate in the study and utilize class time to conduct
the present study. The instructor for the Human Anatomy Lab (ANAT ">rA ) was
contacted through personal communications. Obviously, the sample was collected from
an already limited pool of students who had been enrolled in either an undergraduate
English composition course(s) or a Human Anatomy Lab, which may further limit
generalizability.
A few limitations of the study are reiated to the sample composition. First, the
participants were students enrolled at the University of North Dakota (UND) in Grand
Forks, North Dakota and consisted predominantly of Caucasian freshman of either 18 or
19 years of age. Hence, these results might not generalize to older UND students who are
juniors or seniors or who have different ethnic or cultural backgrounds. In addition, since
the sample consisted of only one Midwestern univeisity, these results might also not
generalize to other universities in other regions of the country and to non-college
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populations. Additionally, since the sample was mainly comprised of 18-19 year olds ,
the breadth of life experiences could also be limited given Iheii developmental stage in
comparison to an older population. Finally, the gender difference in the sample in terms
of representation in the treatment and control conditions may have affected the results.
A third limitation of the study is experimenter bias. Namely, experimenter
knowledge of group assignment makes demand characteristics a plausible threat to
internal validity. However, demand characteristics should have resulted in participants’
in the MMLE reporting improved psychological functioning on the PANAS and SWLS,
and this was not the case. In addition, since the students were administered a treatment
condition in a group format, there was less likelihood for the students to talk about the
experiment outside of the classroom in a way that could have biased the results. ■
.
Fourth, although the SWLS and PANAS have many advantages in research
including being less intrusive and time consuming for the participant, easy to administer
and interpret fo! the researcher, and having adequate psychometric properties (Pavot &
Diener, 1993; Watson et al., 1988), these two instruments have various disadvantages as
well. Like other seif-report measures, participants might respond in a manner that
generates a response bias for a variety of reasons rather than generating a score that
reflects subjective well-being. For example, participants may avoid extreme responses,
which could drastically affect responses on the SWLS and the PANAS, thus limiting the
ability to accurately differentiate responses. In addition, various contextual factors, such
as the type of scales, order of items, time-frame of the questions, current mood at the time
of measurement, and other situational factors can also affect the reports of hanpincss and
life satisfaction (Schwarz & Strack, 1999).
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For the purpose of this investigation, the self-report measure seemed to be the
most satisfactory method of data collection since these two tests have adequate
psychometric properties and are also the most commonly used measures in the literature
of SWB (Robbins & Kliewer, 2000). Nonetheless, the various issues related to the
measurement of SWB (i.e., the response bias and contextual factors in self-report) are a
potential limitation of the study.
Another main weakness related to self-report is the actual written disclosure of the
most meaningful life experience, which is a retrospective written task. Hence, the
measure of the actual most meaningful life experience may be somewhat invalid since the
researcher cannot be really sure that the participant is giving an accurate assessment of
prior life experiences. In other words, the participant may be providing a report or a
reconstruction of how he or she felt about the most meaningful life experience rather than
a taie account of what happened.
Additional limitations of this study were the interrater reliability coefficients and
test of inferences about the NDRT. That is, the alpha reliability coefficients for the affect
level, which ranged from .65 to .73., were low to moderate thus limiting the accuracy of
the raters’ evaluation of affect level. Second, the inferences about verbal ability, which
were ba?ed upon the results of the Vocabulary subtest, alone, need to be interpreted with
caution since the NDRT was normed on both the Vocabulary and Comprehension
subtests.
Finally, there were various confounding variables that may have influenced the
results of this study. First, the time of data collection was around the months of March
through April, which is approximately towards the middle of the semester, during the
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spring semester of 200!. It may be possible that the SWB scores on the SWLS and
PA.NAS may have been affected by the specific time, during which the data was
collected. For instance, the results may have been different if the data was gathered in
the beginning or end of the semester. Second, although prior subjective well-being
scores before the writing exercises were controlled for, other variables like psychological
health (e.g., depression or anxiety) of the participants prior to the enrollment in the study
were not. Third, another factor that may have influenced the study could have been
previous or current life experiences that would have encouraged participants to be more
introspective such as journaling, counseling, or therapy. For instance, if a participant had
kept a journal most of his or her life, he or she may have been experiencing over time an
impact similar to the expressive writing intervention. Consequently, the participant’s
immediate outcome from participating in the study would not have been affected. In
future research, an attempt should be made to control for the above extraneous variables.
Implications of Findings
Research Implications
Various recommendations for future research will be discussed on this section
based partly upon the limitations of the present study. Potential recommendations
include (a) improving the assessment of the SWB construct, (b) extending the sample
under investigation (e.g., age, ethnicity), (c) having variations in writing instructions, (d)
assessing the duration effects of the writing interventions, and (e) dev eloping a
longitudinal research design.
To improve the assessment of the SWB construct, Diener (2000) argues for the
use of mixed methodologies to reduce measurement error and validate the results of
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research, rather than only using self-report scales, such as the SWLS and PANAS. For
example, for smaller studies, Diener and Biswas-Diener (2000) suggested the use of
momentary experience sampling of moods and emotions, reports by family and friends,
and interviews to obtain additional SWB scores. For larger scale studies, the researchers
suggested the use of multiple measures (e.g., psychological tests, physiological measures,
memory measures, ratings of smiling, or surveys of informants) to improve the validity of
conclusions in assessing SWB b\ either supporting or discussing the potential differences
between the results (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2000).
In the present study, it would have been interesting to observe the result of an
additional methodology of positive affect, negative affect, and life satisfaction. For
example, since the SWLS scores ranged in the slightly satisfied and satisfied level,
participants may have avoided extreme responses on the likert-scale of the SWLS, which
could have drastically afFected responses on life satisfaction and impacted the statistical
significance of the results on life satisfaction. Hence, a supplemental outcome measure
of life satisfaction might be warranted to reconfirm or reject the results of the SWLS in
order to measure more accurately the influence of the writing intervention. Additional
studies using more objective indexes to assess the effects of expressive writing
interventions are also clearly warranted.
Future research should examine the benefits of writing about the MMLE in a
more diverse population by investigating the potential differences and similarities using
participants from different age ranges, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds. For instance, I
would hypothesize that older people would be more likely to have different meaningful
life experiences in comparison to younger individuals and the influence of the expressive
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writing intervention on the individual could also be different. I would hypothesize that
an expressive writing intervention about the MMLE could help older individuals gaii
additional insight, wisdom, and knowledge and assist them to become more accepting of
their stage of psychological development (i.e., Erickson’s stage of ego integrity vs.
despair).
Future research should explore the impact of expressive writing interventions in
clinical populations and identify the characteristics of people who might benefit the most
or least from writing interventions. I concur with the research recommendations of
Stanton and Danoff-Burg (2002) who suggested that the most interesting questions for
writing interventions is for whom, under what conditions, and how expressive writing
confers benefit.
In terms of the present study, future research should be developed to replicate the
results of the current study to promote confidence in the reliability and validity of this
study. In addition, future investigations should include variations on the MMLE
instructions to examine the psychological effects of these different orientations.
Another avenue for research involves comparison of the standard expressive
writing paradigm to other writing instructions. Since there is preliminary evidence that
focusing on benefits in stress and non-stressful experiences can be useful (King, 2001;
King & Miner, 2000; & Stanton et al„ in press), other writing instructions deserve study.
An examination of a different type of writing instructions that might have more intense
positive experiences, such as writing about the most meaningful person in one’s life or
the happiest moment in one’s life, should also be interesting. Several authors have
explored the possibility of providing more instructions and guidance to the participants.
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For example, Cameron and Nichols (1998) found that asking individuals to write about
coping strategies along with expressive disclosure resulted in gains for people who had
rated themselves as pessimists.
Future research is needed to assess the duration of the effects of the expressive
writing intervention. Moreover, the use of 3 consecutive, 20 minute sessions might
constitute a weak manipulation of Pennebaker’s writing paradigm and may have not
captured the full range of the effects of expressive writing interventions. Although the
present findings reveal partially significant effects, more significant and lasting effects of
the writing intervention may be obtained with more extensive interventions (e.g., 4
consecutive, 15 minute sessions). However, this possibility remains to be empirically
tested.
Finally, an interesting follow-up to the current research would be a longitudinal
design, where the same participants are followed through a longer period of time (e.g., 2
months versus 1 year). Would those who wrote about the most meaningful life
experience have a higher level of SWB than those who do not experience the expressive
writing intervention or would the effect of the intervention diminish or no longer exist
after a specific period of time? Future research should help inform on the duration of the
effects of the expressive writing intervention and determine whether the psychological
benefits will be maintained over the long-term.
Theoretical Implications
Although the emotional release and insight of a traumatic life event has been
shown to lead to psychological benefits (e.g., Smyth, 1998), the present study also
supports the idea that the emotional release of the most meaningful life experience.
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whether a positive or negative experience, can also be valuable. Regardless of whether
the short-term affect was negative (e.g., Smyth, 1998) or positive (e.g., King, 2001), there
were long-term benefits from the expressive writing interventions in most of the ptudies.
In the present study, the activating factor in change could partly be the emotional release
(i.e., positive affect in the present study and negative affect from previous studies) of an
experience since participants in the MMLE condition were specifically asked to “Really
get into it and freely express any and all emotions or thoughts that you have about the
experience.”
Based on the present study, emotional processing seems to be an important
component in expressive writing interventions. In addition to emotional expression and
insight, cognitive processing (e.g., cognitive restructuring, creating a coherent story, and
searching for meaning) is another important aspect that has been identified in the
literature as well (e.g., Pennebaker, 1997). In the present study, participants in the
MMLE condition were asked to “Write about how you have changed or grown as a
person as a result of the experience and how the experience has made you better able to
meet the challenges of the future”. Although a formal analysis of the wording in the
essays was not conducted in the present study, one can speculate, based upon the
instructions that were given to the participants, that a positive reconstruction of the most
meaningful life experience was developed. The participants might have been able to
complete the expressive writing task regardless of whether the initial most meaningful
life experience was a negative or positive experience for the individual, although this
possibility remains to be empirically analyzed.
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Key questions involve the role of emotional and cognitive processes in expressive
writing interventions. For example, are insight and resolution important components for
expressive writing interventions? (Lutgendorf & Ullrich, 2002) Is the mere act of
submitting an event, positive or negative, to a written context the critical component of
integration and assimilation? (Lutgendorf & Ullrich, 2002). What other aspects of
psychological processing are necessary for the writing interventions to be effective?
Outside King’s (2002) self-regulation theory, which was presented as a theory
that specifically addressed life goals, there are no other current theories to my knowledge
that have been developed to explain the findings about non-traumatic topics. Hence, I
will make an attempt to develop n integrative and pragmatic explanation to identify the
process of writing about the Most Meaningful Life Experience. To develop a
comprehensive theoretical model, I subjectively extrapolated the significant components
of the theories that were presented and summarized in the literature review.
Consequently, I developed yet another theory that has been broken down to three main
areas (i.e., before, during, and after the writing intervention) to help explain the
underlying processes that probably made this specific type of expressive writing
intervention beneficial given the findings of previous literature and the resuits of this
study.
Before the writing intervention, the participants are able to think about personal
life experiences in a broad range, tap into the long-term memory, and ponder about the
most meaningful life experience. Unless the participants have given previous thought to
this topic before, the experience (which has been potentially undisclosed) is retrieved
from the personal memory files in the long-term memory and brought to the current
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individual’s awareness. It rnay be that the participant has never been able to discuss the
MMLE until the study. It also may be that the individual has previously thought about it
and then his or her thoughts might be more readily available and potentially already
reconstructed.
After thinking about the experience, the individuals identify and label positive and
negative emotions associated with the most meaningful life experience, understand how
the emotions affect cognitions and relationships, and then how to change and grow from
the experience during the expressive writing intervention. More specifically, in terms of
affect, the participant is able to emotionally express his past (undisclosed and/or unaware
or not) into the present during the writing intervention. Potentially, new emotions
(mainly positive in this case given the topic of discussion) might emerge in the present,
v hich could even influence future or long-term affect. In terms of cognitions and
behaviors, the participant is also able to actually transfer those past thoughts (or
memories) arid behaviors onto paper and write about the event or topic into a more recent
and vivid experience. Since the participant has to write about “how you have grown from
this experience”, their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are also collectively revisited
and reconstructed. Participants should reshape them in more positive terms given the
instructions and gain additional self-explorarion, understanding, and a potentially
different and newer outlook on the experience. It should be noted that the event or topic
of writing about the MMLE could be either a negative or positive topic.
However, it is aiso possible that participants felt forced to talk about how they
have grown and did not really actually grow from the experience. Motivation is
obviously an important mediating factor in this theory since the individual needs to want
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to be open to the writing intervention in order for those ideas that are presented in this
theory to take effect. Nonetheless, assuming that the individual is able to grow from the
experience, he or she is able to change in a positive manner as a way of coping with the
event. In other words, the individual is able to make a new meaning of the experience by
making a shift in cognition or schema, emotion, and behavior. As a consequence, the
individual is able to refocus and attend to the experience in a more vivid and positive
manner.
After the expressive writing intervention, the participant has potentially developed
a new narrative or reorganization of the story, which has been summarized, transformed,
assimilated, integrated, and hopefully stored in long-term memory. This is established by
reshaping their beliefs and values, re-e; ploring emotions and behaviors, and gaining new
self-exploration, understanding, knowledge, and wisdom. In terms of behavior, the
person could integrate this story into his or her life narrative, talk about it to other
individuals in those terms, and increase their short- and long-term positive affect. The
impact of the new mental reconstruction of the event could potentially even affect the
individual’s self-perception or identity, self-efficacy, and self-esteem. It is those stories
that people tell themselves and other people that construct their reality or life narrative.
This newly developed sense of self could potentially affect other areas of the individuals’
life (e.g., work), which would in turn impact the sense of self, similar to Bandura’s
concept of reciprocal determinism. Thus, an ongoing positive feedback interaction could
increase and maintain she. > and long-term positive affect.
Researchers and practitioners need to consider the potential impact of biological
mechanisms, psychological processes, social, political, cultural, and contextual influences
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on the models of SWB and expressive writing and interpret the past and current models
with caution regarding diverse populations. For example, the potential factors that may
help .esearchers understand the life satisfaction and level of posi tive and negative affect
of a 52 year-old, extroverted, optimistic gay individual from Bloomington, Indiana may
be different than for a 15 year-old, introverted, heterosexual, pessimistic female from
Indonesia. More comprehensive theories of SWB and expressive writing interventions
need to integrate a variety of concepts in order to explain the large range in human
diversity.
Clinical Implications
Interventions that can help individuals increase life satisfaction and positive affect
need to be explored and further researched in order to stimulate research on not only the
negative, but on the positive aspects of human nature. Questions that potentially provide
answers to the philosophical question, “What constitutes a good life?” as well as more
applied questions, such as “How can therapists increase peoples’ life satisfaction and
happiness level?” are important. These interconnected questions are fundamental to our
role as counseling psychologists.
A potential way to increase subjective well-being could be through expressive
writing interventions, which could have implications as a therapeutic tool. As Lepore &
Smyth (2002) noted, expressive writing interventions offers a low-cost treatment
alternative that many clinicians and health care professionals are seeking in today’s
environment of health management and strict cost controls. Another advantage is that
writing can serve as another outlet for expressing thoughts and feelings in a safe
environment nearly anywhere and without social repercussions (Lepore & Smyth, 2002).
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Writing can overcom e many barriers such as social constraints, problems in mobility,
lack o f access to adequate services, or personal inhibitions (Lepore & Smyth, 2002). In
addition, expressive writing offer a non-invasive and simple to administer type o f
intervention.
Expressive writing is obviously not a new technique to the therapeutic community
(Lepore & Smyth, 2002). Nearly three decades ago, Progoff(1977) popularized the idea
of “journaling” as an approach of psychic healing. Currently, writing assignments,
journals, and logs are given as “homework” in the context of ongoing psychotherapy
although it was not until recently when investigators (e.g., Pennebaker & Beall, 1986)
began to utilize controlled, scientific research studies to evaluate the therapeutic benefit
of writing (Lepore & Smyth, 2002).
The preliminary findings of this study suggest that the disclosure of cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral responses about the most meaningful life experience might be
a valuable adjunctive intervention to utilize with clients in order to potentially increase
positive affect, reduce the likelihood or even prevent clients from becoming depressed in
the future. At the individual level, self-constructed exploration of their most meaningful
life experience through writing interventions could help clients develop and maintain
more positive feelings (e.g., pride, excitement) and potentially even general outlook on
day-to-day living. In the course of writing about how the individual has “changed or
grown as a person as a result of the experience” and how the experience has made them
“better able to meet the challenges of the future”, clients might increase their persona!
sense of uniqueness or “role in the world” and empowerment, which could potentially
affect their perceived psychological reconstruction of their self-identity and self-efficacy.
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At the community level, interventions could be implemented to increase positive affect
among the healthier, general population and potentially prevent communities from
developing depression.
However future interventions that may increase SVVB need to be replicated and
validated before practidoners can consider applying them in therapy in order to protect
the clients from potential harm. For example, although this study on writing on the most
meaningful life experience may suggest potential information on improving SWB, other
investigations will need to replicate the present study with different samples and validate
it before a therapist can introduce them as a form of treatment (i.e., maximizing SVVB) or
prevention (i.e., minimizing or eliminating depression) strategy. Additional questions
still remain unanswered such as for v/hom, under what conditions, and how expressive
writing confers benefit, especially within a clinical population. Intervention studies need
to be developed and implemented based on the effectiveness of expressive writing with a
diverse population of clienls. For instance, how do the writing interventions apply to
individuals with different values, beliefs, needs, sexual orientations, education,
ethnicities, and cultures? Researchers will then be able to develop different ways to
boost the SVVB of individuals and increase the efficacy of the intervention by developing
individualized treatment that accounts for individual differences. Once these prospective
interventions have been identified and replicated in the literature as being effective forms
of preventative or treatment devices, researchers may develop ways for practitioners to
integrate them into counseling as a useful therapeutic tool. Regardless, practitioners
should still consult other professionals before utilizing writing interventions as a
therapeutic technique to increase SWB.
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Smyth and Catley (2002) noted that the results obtained from controlled,
expeiimentai research, such as the present study, may not necessarily generalize from the
laboratory to clinical settings due to a variety of issues such as generalizability,
feasibility, and cost-benefit evaluation. The APA Task Force (1995) raised these three
previously mentioned issues as critical in determining the effectiveness of treatments (as
cited in Smyth & Catley, 2002).
First, the generalizability of treatment revokes around the selection of
participants in the experiment (Smyth & Catley, 2002). Most of the studies have
recruited student participants, which is a highly homogeneous group in comparison to the
heterogeneity of patients seen in a clinic. For example, patients in a clinic might have
comorbid conditions, receive other treatments, and vary in terms of age, culture, and
gender (Smyth & Catley, 2002). Hence, treatment may not be as effective when
implemented in the clinic. Although the selection of participants in the experiment is
important, the therapist and therapy setting also affect generalizability. For example,
even if the investigator has randomly assigned participants to the experimental
conditions, the interaction between the experimental condition (i.e., writing about a topic)
and the environment (e.g., writing at a university for research purposes versus writing at
home) can not be completely ruled out (Smyth &. Catley, 2002).
Second, there are various factors that might affect the feasibility for completing
the writing intervention among patients such as the patient acceptability and compliance
to the writing intervention and even location of treatment (e.g., clinic or home, Smyth &
Catley, 2002). The authors noted that throughout the many published studies,
participants are motivated to engage in the writing interventions and often receive course
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extra credit or financial reimbursement. Patients, on the other hand, might not be as
motivated to complete the writing intervention, even if it has been shown to be
efficacious, for reasons such as cost and inconvenience (Smyth & Catley, 2002). For
example, the patient might not be interested in coming to a clinic over three consecutive
days to complete the expressive writing intervention and writing on their own (e.g.,
home) might not be as effective. In other words, motivation obviously still plays a major
role on the effectiveness of an expressive writing intervention.
Finally, Smyth and Catley (2002) noted that a cost-benefit analysis of the
expressive writing interventions might limit its generalizability to clinical settings given
the issues with rising health care costs. In other words, the authors suggested that it is
essential for the writing intervention to be completed without the cost of delivery
outweighing the benefits. Despite the various challenges that are proposed by Smyth and
Catley (2002), effectiveness research on expressive writing interventions has tremendous
potential in the near future.
Conclusion
The current research supports Seligman’s and Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) view on
positive psychology by focusing on the positive characteristics of the individual (e.g.,
love, compassion, creativity, integrity, and wisdom) and society (e.g., responsibility,
civility, volunteerism, work ethic, and tolerance) to help people build fulfilling lives and
to help communities thrive. Scientific research in the area of SWB, “the science of
happiness and life satisfaction”, is an area of positive psychology that has been
considered an important phenomenon in human life and is a highly essential topic for
researchers to investigate. More specifically, finding ways to increase SWB could be a
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highly constructive endeavor in order to be able to develops ways of providing people
and even communities with the personal resources that could help them be less sad, more
happy, and satisfied with their lives in general.
In the present study, the influence of writing about the most meaningful life
experience on SWB (i.e., life satisfaction, positive, and negative affect) was explored.
Writing about the most meaningful life experience allows the individual to think about
personal life experiences in a broad range, identify and label negative and positive
emotions associated with the most meaningful life experience, understand how the
emotions affect cognitions and relationships, and then how to change and grow from the
experience. This study tested a modified approach against the usual expressive writing
instnjctions and people were able to psychologically benefit from this approach by
increasing short and long-term positive affect, while having no effect on negative affect.
Continued research along the lines of the current research may further assist in explaining
the interplay of writing interventions on SWB, which could be developed as another
useful technique to increase happiness and life satisfaction, or even preventing
individuals from becoming depressed in the future.

APPENDICES

Appendix A

RECRUITMENT LETTER
Dear instructors and lecturers in the English Composition Classes,
My name is Napoleon Andriopulos and I am a fifth-year doctoral student in the
counseling psychology program at UND. 1 am writing this letter to request help with my
sample collection for my dissertation. If it is a possibility, I would like the instructors
and lecturers in the English Composition Classes (Tuesday and Thursday Classes Only)
to ask their students if they would like to participate in my study. I have spoken in
person with Dr. Martha Meek and she stated that the choice to participate would be up to
the instructors or lecturers and the students.
The purpose of my study is to test the impact of writing about a positive topic
(i.e., the most meaningful life experience (MMLE)) on the participants’ well-being. The
participants will be approximately 60 undergraduate students from the University of
North Dakota who will be randomly assigned to one of two conditions: the experimental
(MMLE) or control condition (i.e., an emotionally neutral assignment; to write about
your plans for the day).
Participants will be given a consent form to sign (3-5 minutes) and will complete
the following: a brief demographic questionnaire (1-2 minutes), the Nelson-Denny
Reading Test (at most 20 minutes), the Satisfaction with Life Scale (5 items; 1-2
minutes), and the Positive Affect Negative Affect Scale (20 items; 3-5 min.). Then,
participants will write on an assigned topic for 20 minutes each day over 3 consecutive
days. After each writing session, participants will rate how important, emotional,
rewarding, difficult, and upsetting the experience was on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5
(extremely much) (5 questions; 1-2 minutes). One day and two weeks after participating
in the writing sessions, all participants will complete the PANAS and the SWLS to
measure the impact on their well-being.
The reason for using students from your composition class is to potentially utilize
two days of your classes (Tuesdays and Thursdays). On the first day (Tuesday), it will
take almost the whole class (65 minutes) period to administer the consent form,
demographic questionnaire, 3 short tests, and the 20-minute writing assignment. On the
third day (Thursday), it should take approximately 25 minutes (including the 20-minute
writing assignment, and the 5 questions (1-2 min.)). Each individual who completes the
whole study (from the beginning until the end) will receive $5 dollars for participating in
my study.
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Please let me know whether or not you are willing to include this writing exercise
as part of your classes. I believe that the assignment has potential benefits in terms of
increasing the individuals’ sense of insight about their life experiences. If you have any
questions or concerns, please don’t hesitate to contact me over the phone at (701) 7758360 or through e-mail at napoleon_andriopulos@und.nodak.edu. You may also contact
my dissertation advisor Dr. Cindy Juntunen at 777-3740,
Thank you very much,

Napoleon Andriopulos, M.A.
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D ISSE R T A T IO N P R O T O C O L
(First Day only)
1) Handout packets and say, “Please do not unclip the packets yet and do not write on
anything until you are told to do so.”
2) Read consent form and have them sign it.
3) Provide Master List and say, “In the master List, please print your name and phone
number beside your participant number. You can find the participant number in the
top left hand corner of the second page.”
4) Say, “Now, lets fill out the next three pages that have the headings General
Information, PANAS, and SWLS. Go ahead and do that now. Please look up when
you are done.”
5) Say, “Now, you will be taking a Vocabulary Test that has a time limit of 15 minutes.
You may use a pencil or a pen. Go ahead and turn to page 2 in the blue booklet. It
says Vocabulary Test on the top of the page. (Pause) Be sure to write only on the
answer sheet. Make no marks on the booklet itself. Do not fill out the top
information section of the answer sheet and we will not be using Part II- (or the
comprehension section) on the bottom of the answer sheet. Do not erase on this
answer sheet. If you make a mistake x it out, and mark your new answer. Make
strong dark marks. To make sure you know how to take the test, complete the 3
practice exercises on page 2. Any questions? (Pause). You will have 15 minutes to
complete the vocabulary test. If you finish before the 15 minutes are up, close your
test booklet and wait quietly. You may begin. (Pause). Please Stop. You can close
the test booklet now”
6) Say, “Now turn to the page that has Writing Exercise on the top and follow the
directions. You will have 20 minutes for this writing exercise. While you are
writing, I will be picking up the test booklets. Any questions? (Pause)You may begin.
(Pause). Please stop writing”
7) Say “Finally, turn to the page that has Evaluation of Writing Experience on the top
and follow the directions.”
8) Say “Please paperclip your packets back together.”
9) “Here is a reminder for tomorrows 25-minute meeting with me in Montgomery Room
309 anytime between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m.”
10) Say “Thank you for your participation and see you tomorrow.”
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Appendix C

C O N S E N T FO R M
This research is being conducted for a dissertation by Napoleon Andriopulos, a
graduate student in the Department of Counseling at the University of North Dakota. Dr.
Cindy Juntunen of the Counseling Department is supervising this research.
UND students age 18 and older are invited to participate in a study investigating
the influence of a writing experience on college students. This study will use a brief
demographic questionnaire, a vocabulary test, and two scales, which measure your mood
in general and your satisfaction with life as a whole. Besides the vocabulary test, which
has a 15-minute test limit, none of the other scales have a time limit. This section of the
study should take approximately 30 minutes to complete. Then, you will be asked to
write on an assigned topic for 20 minutes each day over 3 consecutive days. This means
that we will have to schedule for a private time of 20 minutes during Wednesday for you
to see me in person. After each writing session, participants will rate how important,
emotional, rewarding, difficult, and upsetting the experience was on a 1 to 5 scale. Then,
one day and two weeks after participating in the writing sessions, you will complete the
same two scales, which measure your overall mood and satisfaction with life. This will
take about 5 minutes of your time to fill them out on each of the two days.
No information collected in this study will be able to be identified with you. The
signed informed consent forms will be kept separate from all other data collected. The
data and consent forms will be locked in separate files in the Department of Counseling
at the University of North Dakota and will be destroyed after three years. All data will be
presented in a group format and your name will not be identified in any published report
at any time. Your instructor will not see any of your answers to any of the research
questionnaires. You can obtain the results of the study by contacting Napoleon
Andriopulos at 775-8360.
The benefits of this research to society include a further understanding of the
impact of writing exercises on the individuals’ lives. The expected personal benefit
associated with your participation is the opportunity to participate in a psychological
research study and to express your thoughts and feelings regarding the assigned writing
exercises. If you experience personal discomfort or distress as a result of the research
experience, you can be seen, free of charge, at the UND Counseling Center by calling
777-2127.
Participation is voluntary and will not have any affect on your course grade or
relationship with UND. If you decide to participate, you are free to discontinue
participation at any time without it being held against you. Each individual that decides
to participate and does so by completing the whole study (from the beginning until the
end) will receive $5 dollars for participating in my study.
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The investigator involved is available to answer any questions you have
concerning this study. In addition, you are encouraged to ask any questions concerning
this study that you have in the future. Questions may be asked by calling Napoleon
Andriopulos at (701) 775-8360 or Dr. Cindy Juntunen at (701) 777-3740. If you have
any other questions or concerns, please call the Office of Research and Program
Development at 777-4279. You can receive a copy of this consent form by requesting
one from the researcher.
I have read the above information, and my questions about this research have been
answered to my satisfaction. I am 18 years old or older, and I agree to participate in the
study described above. I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty.
Print Name:_______________________________ D a te:_______________________
Signature of Participant:_____________________ Phone Number:________________
Signature of the Investigator:_______________________
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Appendix D

D E M O G R A P H IC Q U E ST IO N N A IR E
(Complete before writing)
Participant # : _______
Thank you again for participating in this study. Each person’s .ividual responses will
be kept confidential; they will be reported only in group terms. ,'lease supply the
following information.
Please print
Age: _____
Sex: M _____F _______
Ethnicity (please check one):
Caucasian
Hispanic American
Asian & Pacific Islander
Other (Please specify)

Afric. i American
Nati e American
Bii iltural/Multicultural

Year in School (please check one): Freshman _
Sophomore____
Junior
__
S e n i o r ____
Other (! ase specify) _______________
How many writing classes have you taken (<• aiding this one and any other classes that
you are currently enrolled in)? _

Appendix E

PO SIT IV E A F F E C T N E G A T IV E A F F E C T SC A L E
(In General)
Participant # :______
Please complete before the writing exercise.
This scale consists of a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions.
Read each item and then mark the appropriate answer in the space next to that word.
Indicate to what extent you generally feel this way, that is, how you feel on the average.
Use the following scale to record your answers.

1
very slightly
or not at all

2

3
moderately

a little

4
quite a bit

interested

irritable

distressed

alert

excited

ashamed

upset

inspired

strong

nervous

guilty

determined

scared

attentive

hostile

jittery

enthusiastic

active

proud

afraid

5
extremely
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P O SIT IV E A F F E C T N E G A T IV E A F F E C T SC A L E
(Today)
Participant # : ______
Please complete 1 day after the writing exercise.
This scale consists ot a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions.
Read each item and then mark the appropriate answer in the space next to that word.
Indicate to what extent you have felt this way today. Use the following scale to record
your answers.

1
very slightly
or not at all

2
a little

3
moderately

4
quite a bit

interested

irritable

distressed

alert

excited

ashamed

upset

inspired

strong

nervous

. guilty

determined

scared

attentive

hostile

jittery

enthusiastic

active

proud

afraid

5
extremely
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P O SIT IV E A F F E C T N E G A T IV E A F F E C T SC A L E
(Past T w o W eeks)
Participant # :______
Please complete 2. weeks after the writing exercise.
This scale consists of a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions.
Read each item and then mark the appropriate answer in the space next to that word.
Indicate to what extent you have felt this way during the past two weeks. Use the
following scale to record your answers.

1
very slightly
or not at all

2
a little

3
moderately

4
quite a bit

interested

irritable

distressed

alert

excited

ashamed

upset

inspired

strong

nervous

guilty

determined

scared

attentive

hostile

jittery

enthusiastic

active

proud

afraid

5
extremely
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SA T ISF A C T IO N W IT H LIFE SC A L E
(Before the writing exercise, 1 day after, and 2 weeks later)
Participant # :_____
Below are five statements that you may agree or disagree with. Using the 1 - 7 scale
below indicate your agreement with each item by placing the appropriate number on the
line preceding that item. Please be open and honest in your responding.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

7 - Strongly agree
6 - Agree
5 - Slightly agree
4 - Neither agree nor disagree
3 - Slightly disagree
2 - Disagree
1 - Strongly disagree

____In most ways my life is close to my ideal.
____The conditions of my life are excellent.
____I am satisfied with my life.
____So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.
___ _ If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.
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W R IT IN G E X E R C ISE : M O S T M E A N IN G F U L LIFE E X P E R IE N C E
Participant #:_____
Please Print
For the next 20 minutes, I would like you to think about your life in the past and write
about the most meaningful experience in your life. Write about how you have changed
or grown as a person as a result of the experience and how the experience has made you
better able to meet the challenges of the future. Write about the experience in as much
detail as you can. Really get into it and freely express any and all emotions or thoughts
that you have about the experience. As you write, do not worry about punctuation or
grammar, just write as much as you can about the experience.
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W R IT IN G E X E R C ISE : PLA N S F O R T H E D A Y
Participant #:_____
Please Print
For the next 20 minutes, I would like you to think about the rest of your day and write
about your plans for the day in as much detail as possible. As you write, do not worry
about punctuation or grammar, just write as much as you can about your plans for the
day.

98
Appendix I

E V A L U A T IO N O F W R IT IN G E X P E R IE N C E
Participant #:_____
Please complete after the writing exercise.
Using the 1 to 5 scale below indicate your agreement with each question by placing the
appropriate number on the line before the question. Use the following scale to record
your answers.

1
very slightly
extremely
or not at all

2
a little

3
moderately

This writing experience was important for me.
This writing experience was emotional for me.
This writing experience was rewarding for me.
This writing experience was difficult for me.
This writing experience was upsetting for me.

4
quite a bit

5
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IN ST R U C T IO N S FO R R A TER S
Please read each of the three of essays for each participant (n = 55) and rate each of the 3
essays based upon the following three questions:
For the essays with the Most Meaningful Life Experience:
1. Was the main event that the person described as being the most meaningful life
experience positive, negative, or neutral?
2. Was their interpretation of the outcome of the event positive, negative, both (+ & -),
or neutral?
3. Was the overall affect (or affective meaning) none, low, medium, or high?
For the essays that describe their plans for the day:
1. Was the main event(s) that the person described mostly positive, negative, or
neutral?
2. Was their interpretation of the outcome of the event(s) positive, negative, both (+ &
-), or neutral?
3. Was the overall affect (or affective meaning) none, low, medium, or high?
After reading the essay, write the participant # and check only one of the responses in the
event, outcome, and affect areas.
Participant #:

1) Event:
2) Outcome:
3) Affect:
1) Event:
2) Outcome:
3) Affect:

1) Event:
2) Outcome:
3) Affect:

Positive
Positive
None

Day 1
Negative
Neutral
Negative
_Positive & Negative
Low
Medium

Neutral
High

Positive
Positive
None

Day 2
Negative
Negative
Low

Neutral
High

Positive
Positive
None

Day 3
Negative
Neutral
Negative
_ Positive & Negative
Low
Medium

Neutral
Fositive & Negative
Medium

___Neutral
___High
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Table 11
Summary of Uni variate Analyses of Variance for the Number of Writing Courses.
SWB Measures
Number of
Writing Courses

M

SD

SWLS 1
1
2
3
4
5 or more

25.50
24.86
25.00
16.00
30.00

5.97
5.34
4.24
0.00
0.00

SWLS 2
1
2
3
4
5 or more

24.55
24.45
25.00
15.00
29.00

6.50
4.85
2.83
0.00
0.00

SWLS 3
1
2
3
4
5 or more

26.36
24.97
27.00
17.00
29.00

5.77
5.36
1.41
0.00
0.00

PA 1
1
2
3
4
5 or more

34.91
34.41
31.00
35.00
39.00

6.13
5.82
7.07
0.00
0.00

NA 1
1
2
3
4
5 or more

17.32
17.86
20.00
17.00
13.00

4.4v
5.33
4.24
0.00
0.00

F

.89
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Table 11 Coni.

SWB Measures
Number of
Writing Courses

M

SD

PA 2
1
2
4
5 or more
NA 2
1
2
3
4
5 or more

.83
28.09
30.07
33.50
19.00
24.00

9.01
6.91
4.95
0.00
0.00
.80

14.50
17.07
17.50
14.00
14.00

4.33
6,24
2.12
0.00
0.00

30.82
32.52
33.50
19.00
29.00

6.91
6.45
4.95
0.00
0.00

PA 3
1
2
3
4
5 or more
NA 3
1
2
3
4
5 or more

F

1.20

.95
16.00
19.17
20.00
20.00
16.00

5.02
6.96
2.83
0.00
0.00

Note. SWLS = Satisfaction with Life Scale, PA = Positive Affect, NA = Negative Affect.
The number after the three categories (i.e., SWLS, NA, & PA) represents the following: 1
- before the writing exercise, 2 = one day after the three consecutive days of writing, and
3 = two weeks after the writing exercise. The numbers 1 to 5 below the categories
represent the number of writing courses.
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